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Abstract
Moss, Sherenda Irene. Ed.d. The University of Memphis. December/2013. An analysis of
relationship between school composition, college readiness culture and ACT
achievement in Tennessee high schools. Major Professor: Dr. Larry McNeal
Although college aspirations have increased over the past several decades, significant
gaps in race, ethnicity and income groups remain among high school students. Students of lowincome and minority background are least likely to prepare for and enroll in college. A review of
literature revealed that significant disparities found among students can be attributed to the lack
of academic preparation, college knowledge, resources and shared advising in high schools
(ACT, 2009; Conley, 2010; Spence, 2009). Often times, low-income and minority students are
susceptible to a high school culture that conveys misperceptions about their readiness for college.
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between school composition,
college culture, and ACT achievement in Tennessee high schools. Variables selected for study
included school-level demographics, ACT composite scores and school counselor and teacher
perceptions of their high school‟s college culture. A self-reporting survey instrument entitled
College Culture and Support Structures was used to collect perceptual data from 258 school
counselors and teachers at 65 high schools. The survey instrument comprised of five measures
including: College Talk, Hands-on Support, Counselor/Teacher Advocacy, Resources, and
College Climate. Descriptive Statistics, Pearson Correlations and analysis of variance were used
to analyze the data and respond to the four research questions posed by the researcher.
Results from the analyses revealed differences in the extent to which school composition,
college culture and ACT achievement are related. Findings revealed a positive correlation
between ACT achievement and the college culture in terms of hands-on support, resources, and
college climate. A negative correlation exists between the percentage of economically
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disadvantage students and college culture in terms of hands-on support, resources and college
climate. The results also revealed that the correlation found between college climate and ACT
composite scores, as well as hands-on support and ACT composite scores is mediated by schoollevel percentages of minority and economically disadvantage students in this study.
As state and national efforts strengthen accountability measures for secondary schools,
high school educators will be expected to help resolve the aspiration-attainment gap of graduates.
By increasing our understanding of the high school‟s college readiness culture, we can improve
students preparation and successful completion of postsecondary education.
Keywords: high school college culture, college readiness, economically disadvantage students,
minority students, perceptions of high school college culture
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Chapter 1
Introduction
There is a rapidly, growing consensus that an opportunity gap exist in the United States.
While educational aspirations have increased remarkably, some students are more likely to
prepare for, enroll in, and successfully complete postsecondary education and training than
others (Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 2009; Weinstein & Savitz -Romer, 2009). For those who do
attain admission, nearly 60% of first-year undergraduate students recognize they are not prepared
for the demands of college-level studies (Conley, 2010). Consequently, many students never
realize their goal of pursuing and accomplishing a college degree or certification. This stark
reality is much more present for low-income and minority students than their more advantaged
peers (National Center of Education and Statistics [NCES], 2006a; 2006b; 2011b). Although the
college readiness and attainment gap has gained enormous attention and steered substantial
efforts to improve disparity, its persistence remains unabated (Southern Regional Education
Board [SREB], 2010).
The condition of college readiness invariably impacts the transition to and successful
completion of college. While college enrollment has increased over the past several decades,
significant gaps in race, ethnicity, and income groups remain among high school students. As
early as 1975, differences in college enrollment have been recorded by the National Center for
Education and Statistics (2011). In 2009, eighty-four percent of secondary graduates from highincome backgrounds enrolled in college immediately following high school compared to only
55% of students from low-income and 67% of students from middle-income background.
Similarly, the college enrollment pace by race and ethnicity has not changed considerably among
high school graduates. During the period 2003-2009, the percentage of African American and
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Hispanic students‟ enrollment rate on average was about 60%, where white student‟s immediate
transition increased gradually from 66 to 71% in college enrollment (NCES, 2011b).
The share of college students to complete postsecondary education reveals a widening
gap among subgroups as well. More than half (60%) of undergraduate white students who
entered in a four-year postsecondary institution in 1996 had earned their college degree by 2002
(NCES, 2011b). Whereas, less than half (40%) of African American undergraduate students and
48% of Hispanic students during the same time period graduated with their college degree. These
disparities reflect the disproportionate difference in the academic preparation among lowincome, minority students and their more advantaged peers (Balfanz, 2009).
Over the past several years, student‟s academic preparation has been the strongest
predictor for college level work and degree attainment (ACT, 2004; Adelman, 2006; Conley,
2007). As early as the 1980s, college readiness and attainment has been a part of focused
agendas. The landmark document published, A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Education
Reform, detailed the eroding issues facing American education and the projected economic
downturn of a failed education system (National Commission on Excellence in Education
[NCEE], 1983). One major finding revealed that the large majority of high school students
advanced through a “choice based curriculum” which neglected basic coursework necessary for
postsecondary education and training (Caboni & Adisu, 2004).
The NCEE proposed a revised curriculum referred to as the “New Basics,” to improve
the instruction and learning of students nationwide. Virtually, the new curriculum made college
access realistic for those who hoped to enroll and for those who had not considered college
before (Caboni & Adisu, 2004). Postsecondary institutions were advised to raise admission
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standards and communicate specific courses required for entry-level college courses.
Recommendation B, Number 2:
Four-year colleges and universities should raise their admission requirements and advise
all potential applicants of the standards for admission in terms of specific courses
required, performance in these areas, and levels of achievement on standardized
achievement test in each of the five Basis, where applicable foreign languages. (NCEE,
1983; as cited in Caboni & Adisu, 2004, p. 166)
The promotion of a unified core curriculum would help ensure that all students were prepared for
education and training after high school (Caboni &Adisu, 2004).
Nearly three decades since the recommendation of a core curriculum, students‟ academic
progress has not sustainably improved their readiness for postsecondary education attainment
(Achieve, 2011; ACT, 2009). In the last report card on higher education, it revealed a
troublesome continuum for high school students. It states that for every 100 ninth-graders, 68
graduates on time and of the 68, only 40 actually enroll in college. Of the 40 who enroll in
college, only 18 students actually complete an associate degree or higher (Hunt &Tierney, 2006).
When comparing tenth-grader‟s performance on the 2009 Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) and the National Assessment of Education Progress,(NAEP) they both
indicate that academic improvement is still needed in mathematics and reading (ACT, 2011a).
The large number of high school graduates needing developmental courses in reading,
writing, and mathematics across the country illustrate the problem as well (NCES, 2006a; SREB,
2010). Nearly 75% of postsecondary institutions offer remedial courses to better prepare students
for program paths and training (Adams, 2011). In 2007-2008 about 36% of students in fouryear institutions and 42% of students in two-year institutions enrolled in remedial coursework;
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one-fourth of those in four-year institutions and three-fifths of students in two-year institutions
enrolled in one or more years of remedial coursework (NCES, 2011a, indicator 22-2011).
In the 2012 ACT report, Conditions of College and Career Readiness, student‟s
performance also suggests that much improvement is still needed. Of the 72% of ACT-tested
students to take a high school core-curriculum, only 25% of ACT-tested students met or
exceeded all four college readiness benchmarks in core subjects. As a result, the majority of
these students are least likely prepared for college level English composition, algebra,
introductory social science or biology (ACT, 2007b, 2012b). In fact, ACT research suggests
there is an unreasonable expectation for students to adequately prepare for postsecondary
education or training unless the quality and rigor of the core curriculum is improved (ACT,
2007b).
From student‟s perspective, a substantial number of high school graduates recognize the
gaps between high school standards and the skills, abilities, and work habits required of them
today (Achieve, 2004). Sixty-one percent of college students reported they felt prepared for
college-level studies but nearly 39% suspected a gap in what colleges expected and how high
schools prepared them. Significantly, Achieve found that more than half of undergraduate
students felt that secondary schools left them unprepared for the work and study habits expected
in college.
In sum, rising aspirations reflect a dramatic shift in the landscaping of school reform
(Roderick, Nagoka, Coca, & Moeller, 2008). The widespread gap in college readiness and
attainment among high school students directs implications for high schools (Roderick et al.,
2008). However, the challenge today is still providing a quality education to every student it
serves. To serve means improving opportunities for education and training beyond high school
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(Balfanz, 2009). The moral imperative is that high schools must find a way to integrate the
methods, mechanisms and conditions that enable student transformation in the 21st century and
ahead (ACT, 2011b; Balfanz, 2009).
Background of Study
Postsecondary education is widely embraced as the lifeline to individual and societal
growth. It is often considered the primary access-point to acquire the knowledge and skills
needed for full economic and social participation (Iriti & Bickel, 2010). A more educated
workforce increases tax revenue and economic activity, reduce expenses for social services,
improves savings for public health and recreational resources, as well as enhance civic and
volunteerism (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education [NCPPHE], 2004). In
recent projections of occupations, it is predicted that close to 58% of occupations will require
education and training beyond those earned at the high school level (U.S. Department of Labor
Statistics, 2012). The emergence of a knowledge-based global economy requires that the
educational pipeline produce more educated and highly skilled workforce (Bernark, 2007; Hunt
& Tierney, 2006).
As the domestic and global environment evolves, the United States has to prepare for two
demographic realities that will greatly influence education and economy for the next quarter
century (Callan, 2006). First, an unprecedented generation of workers (78 million baby boomers)
who were responsible for the explosive growth of college attainment worldwide is on the verge
of retirement. Secondly, a significant proportion of the future replacements will pool from an
expanding majority of low-income, minority, and first-generation college students who have
been served least effectively by the education system at all levels (Callan, 2006; Hunt & Tierney;
2006). If the aspiration-attainment gap persists and the education of these groups does not
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improve, the nation is at risk of de-mobilizing educational and economic standing across the
world (Adams, 2012; Hunt & Tierney, 2006).
Policy makers, researchers and national organizations have begun to discuss various
dimensions and key issues related to college readiness. Primarily, the readiness gap reflects a
disparity between the skills and knowledge gained in high school and those expected at the
postsecondary level (Spence, 2009; SREB, 2010). The educational discord between K-12 and
postsecondary education, according to Adelman (2006), can be described as a highly congested
airport consumed with various destinations of passengers. Adelman explains that passengers find
themselves stepping mindlessly from one path to the other, stumbling in moving traffic, and
desperately fighting to secure footing and their luggage from getting trapped in gaps. Likewise,
many students have been caught in an un-seamless transition from one level of education to the
other because their academic preparation does not meet the demands of the new reality.
A great deal of high school reform regarding college readiness must seek better indicators
as to how readiness is measured at the secondary and postsecondary levels (Roderick et al.,
2009). Student‟s readiness for college is influenced by the measures we choose and how they are
aligned to the outcomes we want to determine. The secondary outcomes, as defined by No Child
Left Behind, “although highly variable,” according to Iriti and Bickel (2010), do not readily
assess the comprehensive set of skills, dispositions and knowledge that has been deemed
necessary for college and career readiness. In an effort to change the trajectory of college
readiness, several states are making efforts to build stronger indicators and accountability
systems that align high school curriculum standards, assessment systems, and graduation
requirements to the demands of college and career readiness (Iriti & Bickel, 2010; Roderick et
al., 2009).
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Tennessee Department of Education
College readiness of Tennessee high school seniors reflects the national deficit in
student‟s readiness for postsecondary education. Of the 68,095 ACT-tested, only 16% of 2012
graduates met college readiness benchmarks in English, mathematics, reading, and science which
trail 10 percentage points below the national average. The percentage of seniors to meet one to
three of the college readiness benchmarks varied between 21 and 60%. Eighty-four percent of
high school seniors did not meet any of the college readiness benchmarks (ACT, 2012a). When
college readiness is observed nationally by race/ethnicity and core subjects, Asian and white
students are more likely to attain benchmarks in subject areas than minority students. Minority
students are one and half times less likely to meet the readiness benchmarks than the total ACTtested population, indicating they are much less likely to be prepared for college. Particularly,
African American students were the least likely to meet college readiness benchmarks in all four
subjects in Tennessee (ACT, 2012b) and nationwide (ACT, 2009).
According to Achieve (2011), for every 100 ninth graders in Tennessee, 71% complete
high school in four years and of the 71%, 44% immediately enrolled in college. Twenty-nine
percent continue on to their sophomore year of college and of the 29%, 19% actually earn a
college degree. Eighteen percent of students in four-year and 54% in two -year institutions must
enroll in remedial coursework. In 2007 only half of undergraduate students earned a
postsecondary degree within six years, of which white and Asian students are among the
majority of college attainment.
Similar to other states, Tennessee has joined national movements and established state
policy to improve college readiness of their high school students. In 2007 Tennessee became the
29-ninth state to join the work of the American Diploma Project (ADP). ADP is a coalition of 35
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states focused on aligning curriculum standards, assessments, graduation requirements, and
accountability systems with college and workplace expectations (Achieve, 2011). The universal
commitment to college and career readiness expects states within the network to reflect the
following progress: a) align high school standards with the demand of college and careers, b)
require students to take a college and career ready curriculum to earn a high school diploma, c)
build college and career ready measures into state-wide high school assessment systems, and d)
develop reporting and accountability systems that promote college and career readiness
(Achieve, 2011).
In 2008 and 2009 Tennessee adopted the Tennessee Ready Core (TRC) and initiated
state-wide funding for ACT testing in the eleventh-grade. The TRC increased graduation
requirements to help ensure students gain the knowledge and skills necessary for postsecondary
success (Achieve, 2011; Tennessee Department of Education, 2012b). TRC also eliminated the
choice of a technical or university path, which now expects all students to be prepared for
college and work entry. The dual path now requires students to earn four credits in English, four
credits in mathematics, three credits in science, three and half credits in social studies, one and a
half credits in health, and a minimum of six credits in a concentrated career and technical path.
Therefore, the typical high school graduate now completes a college preparatory curriculum
regardless of postsecondary plans (Achieve, 2011; Tennessee Department of Education, 2012).
In 2010 the Common Core Standards were adopted and the Complete College Tennessee
Act was signed into law. Tennessee adopted common core standards in mathematics and
English/language Arts, joining a national initiative to create state standards that are relevant to
the knowledge and skills graduates need in postsecondary education and training. The Complete
College Tennessee Act is a comprehensive reform agenda that is expected to improve higher
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education academics, fiscal and administrative capacities to meet the 2020 College Completion
goal proposed in 2009. The act contains several different provisions one of which enables an
outcome-based formula that rewards institutions for meeting goals such as retention and degree
attainment. It contains a dual admission agreement between four-year and two-year colleges to
help facilitate student‟s transfer after associate degree completion. It also provisioned that all
remedial courses will be taught at community colleges to address college affordability
(Tennessee Department of Education, 2012).
In summary, national progress is being made to improve college readiness of high school
students. The cornerstone of high school reform has shifted from standard proficiency to a more
comprehensive measurement that looks at how students are prepared and how their preparation
affects further education and training (Achieve, 2011; College Board, 2011). Considering the
national priority on college readiness, this study may further contribute to the dialogue as to how
secondary schools can improve their support of students‟ pursuit of postsecondary opportunities.
Problem Statement
Persistent, almost widening gaps remain in college readiness, access, and success among
high school students. Minority and low-income students are much more likely to experience the
educational discord between their academic preparation in high school and the standards
expected in postsecondary institutions. These students are short-changed by school environments
that facilitate misperceptions about their academic achievement, knowledge of the college
process, and readiness for postsecondary education (Deil-Amen &Tevis, 2009; Perna & Thomas,
2006). Often times, high school students of low-income and minority background are susceptible
to a high school culture that does not send clear readiness signals on how prepared they are for
college (Conley, 2009). Although a host of policy prescriptions have been developed to amend
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the readiness gap, improving understanding of how the college readiness culture impacts college
attainment and success. This study will examine how school counselors and teachers perception
of their college readiness culture is related to ACT achievement and school composition in high
schools.
Research Questions
The following research questions will be addressed in this study:
1.

What perception do school counselors/teachers have of their high schools
college readiness culture in terms of their assessment of college climate,
college talk, hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?

2.

What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers perception of
their high schools college readiness culture and ACT achievement in terms of
their assessment of college-climate, college talk, hands-on-support,
counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?

3.

What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers perception of
their high schools college readiness culture and the percentage of minority and
economically disadvantaged students in terms of college climate, college
talk, hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?

4.

Is the relationship between ACT Achievement and school counselors/teachers
perception of their high school‟s college readiness culture different by the
percentage of minority and economically disadvantaged students in high schools?
Purpose of Study

The purpose of the study is to examine the relationship between ACT achievement,
school composition and school counselors/teacher perception of the college culture in Tennessee
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high schools. The researcher aims to investigate how high school‟s college culture influences
student‟s readiness for college as determined by their ACT composite score. The researcher also
aims to investigate how the relationship between the college culture and ACT achievement is
different by the percentage of minority and economically disadvantage students in high schools.
Theoretical Framework
A number of researchers have acknowledged the role of social capital in college
readiness and success. Social capital refers to the supportive ties that enable a continuous
transmission of information and resources among group networks (Arazzi, 2009; Coleman,
1988). Originated by France Bourdieu as a concept to describe the upward mobility of the upper
class to preserve privilege and power, social capital now provides a lens through which schools
contribute to the formation of a more wielded and dominant for of social capital for underserved
populations (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). The concept school-based social capital
encompasses the social network and relationships in schools that function to enhance
postsecondary opportunities (Lin, 2001).
In 1977 Bourdieu viewed social capital as the “aggregate of the actual or potential
resources that are linked to possessions of a durable network of more or less institutionalized
relationships of mutual acquaintance and group membership” (Richardson, 1986, p. 51).
Bourdieu explained that the volume of social capital attained by individual agents depends on the
productivity of investment strategies; whether they are singular or collective, economic, cultural
or symbolic, they are aimed at reproducing social conditions that are usable for short and long
term opportunity. In its entirety, the accumulation of social capital is determined by regular
acquisition and invaluable transmission of knowledgeable support (Richardson, 1986; StantonSalazar & Dornbusch).
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Coleman (1988) further supported the concept and described it as the social structure
among group members that are aware and adhere to its function. Coleman states that the notion
of social capital posits that in the absence of opportunity, it would not be achieved unless
interacting agents share their advantages, quality resources, and social connections. Social
capital has particular value to a young person‟s development and aspirations because it affirms
the direction of their pursuit. Coleman explains that the social relationships and information
channels modeled in the “network” confirms that desired information and knowledgeable
support is available. In order to maintain openness of information channels, it requires that trust,
expectations, obligations, and norms are reciprocated throughout the group‟s network. For
example, Coleman describes this concept through a reciprocated model as follows:
“if A does something for B and trust B to reciprocate in the future, this establishes an
expectation in A and an obligation on the part of B. This obligation can be conceived as a
credit slip held by A for performance of B” (p. 102).
According to Coleman, the trust between the group networks is intensified by the bonding of the
obligation, as well as the powerful influence of social norms. This distinctive description
amplifies the nature of reciprocation by recognizing the usefulness of obligations in that they are
paid forwarded to enable another exchange.
Stanton -Salazar and Dornbusch (1995) states that supportive ties among institutional
agents are paramount in sealing conditions necessary for advancing through the educational
system. If social capital is considered a value asset, then the “tie is oriented toward providing
institutional support, the quality of resources provided are accurate, and the support is tailored to
the needs of the individual” (p. 119). Therefore, reflecting on school-based social capital, schools
are responsible for fostering kin-like relationships to sustainably support the delivery of
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knowledge -based resources and pathways (Stanton -Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995). This is
especially important for minority youth when their aspirations and expectations are
conventionally held in low mobility because social capital is not uniformly acquired or
transmitted by their families and communities (Linn, 2000).
The theoretical framework helped construct the review of literature and served as a guide
to look for evidence of college-going characteristics, social, and academic support. As it relates
to this study, the state of college readiness can be attributed to the absence of information,
resources, support and knowledge among many high school students (Conley, 2007). The
significant disparities found among low-income and minority students can be explained by the
unfamiliarity of what it means to be “college ready” and how to effectively prepare for
enrollment and success (Roderick et al., 2008; Roderick et al, 2009). The inability to confidently
navigate the college admission process, financial planning, and understanding of postsecondary
standards can easily derail students from applying all together (Conley, 2005, 2007) . Social
capital related to the college planning may cumulate directly to students or accrue through
parents and relationships with school personnel, such as school counselors and teachers (Kim &
Schneider, 2005). For low income and minority students, they are dependent on the social
relationships provided through their school and are particularly vulnerable to the social networks
ability (or inability) to accurately inform them of their readiness (Conley, 2009; McClafferty,
McDonough, & Nunezl, 2002).
In summary, school-based social capital provides an opportunity for students to prepare
effectively for postsecondary education. When schools actively facilitate student‟s transition to
college, they are contributing to the rich flow of resources and information in more communities.
In order to overcome the college readiness gap of high school students, it will require the shared
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expectations, norms, and resources of knowledgeable educators in secondary and postsecondary
institutions (Linn, 2000; Stanton-Salzar & Dornbusch, 1995).
Definition of Terms
ACT Student Achievement: The ACT is a national college admission and placement
examination. It assesses high school students‟ general education development and their ability to
complete college level work. The multiple choice test coves four skills areas: English,
mathematics, reading and science. The Composite score is the average of the four test scores
earned during a single test administration and rounded to the nearest whole number. For the
purpose of this study, ACT Student Achievement is defined as the mean ACT Composite score
for Tennessee public high schools (ACT, 2011b; TEA Research Report, 2011).
College Readiness: College readiness is defined as the development of student attributes,
level of skills and knowledge gained from a rigorous course of study and college planning that is
critical to shaping the seamless transition to and successful completion of postsecondary
education (ACT, 2011b; Conley, 2007; Westover & Halton, 2011).
College Readiness Culture: Drawing from previous research literature, a college
readiness culture in terms of college climate, college talk, counselor/teacher advocacy, hands-on
support and resources is capable of fostering the conditions needed to enhance postsecondary
planning and access. Emphasis is placed on the extent to which school counselors and teachers
contribute to those five conditions indicative of sustaining college aspirations and access among
all high school students as determined by the ACT composite score (Conley, 2007; Holland &
Farmer-Hinton, 2009; McClafferty et al. 2002).
Economically Disadvantage Students: Economically disadvantage students are members
of a low-socioeconomic household that meet eligibility guidelines for free or reduced lunch
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meals under the National School Lunch Program. Low-income and economically disadvantage
terms are used interchangeably under the Title I federal funded program formed to target high
poverty schools with low achievement (U.S Department of Education, 2012).
Postsecondary Education: Postsecondary education is defined as institutions of higher
education such as four-year colleges and universities, two-year colleges, vocational schools,
trade schools, and career colleges that award academic degrees or professional certifications. For
the purpose of this study, postsecondary education is referred to as colleges and universities.
Racial and Ethnic Minority: For the purpose of this study, racial and ethnic minority
background is defined as a group of students that experience a great variability in academic
achievement among and between subgroups. Under the No Child Left Behind Act, subgroups
include economically disadvantage students, students from major racial and ethnic groups,
students with disabilities, and students with limited English proficiency. Students from these
groups include African- American, Asian Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latino, American Alaskan,
and white. (Nieto & Bode, 2008; Tennessee Department of Education Report Card, 2010; U.S.
Department of Education, 2011).
School Composition: School composition is defined as the majority and minority makeup
(racial/ethnic, low-income and academic achievement) of student groups enrolled in public high
schools. For the purpose of this study, school composition is defined as the majority percentage
of student‟s racial and ethnic background, economically disadvantage, and mean ACT
Composite score (Balfanz, 2009; Bankston & Caldas, 1998).
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Significance of Study
This study could be significant because it may reveal how the high school environment
influences student‟s readiness for college. As state and national policy makers strengthen
accountability measures regarding college readiness for secondary school systems, high school
educators will be expected to improve their efforts to resolve the aspiration-attainment gap of
graduates. By increasing our understanding of school counselors and teacher‟s perception of
their role in preparing students for postsecondary education, the study could enhance schoolwide strategies to actively support college attainment and readiness of students.
The study could inform state, district policy makers and administrators about the nature
of the relationship between college variables in the study. It may provide insight as to how
practices and the school environment affect student‟s academic performance, development of
college aspirations and successful completion of the college planning process.
For researchers, this study can contribute to the existing body of knowledge on college
readiness and success. It can further encourage other researchers to examine the relationship
between high school counselors and teacher‟s perception of the school‟s college culture and its
influence on student‟s aspirations and transition to college.
Limitations of Study
There are some limitations to the current study: 1) the correlational design of the study
does not permit conclusions regarding causality to be drawn, 2) the college readiness culture may
be influenced by other internal and external school variables that may not exist in all schools,
and 3) the assessment used to measure perceptions of college culture in previous research may
not reflect other factors that influence high school college cultures.
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Delimitations of Study
The researcher recognizes that there are boundaries specifically related to this study
which include: 1) the research outcomes are based on “self-reports” by the educators who
participated in the study. That is, school counselors and teachers may have inclined to present
themselves and their schools in the best light; if this were the case, their responses may have
been biased in a positive direction. Secondly, the perceptual data was gathered solely from
school counselor and teachers. School principals could provide an invaluable perspective on their
high school college readiness culture.
Organization of Study
This study was organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 presents the problem, background,
and significance of the study. Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature related to the study.
Chapter 3 discusses the methodology and research design used to complete study. Chapter 4
presents the procedure for collecting and analyzing results of the study. The last chapter includes
a discussion of the finding, implications of the study and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature regarding college readiness and high school
factors that influence student‟s readiness for postsecondary education. The literature review
discusses how college readiness is defined, explores systemic causes of the college readiness
gap, and reviews research on the link between high school characteristics and college readiness.
It concludes with a summary.
College Readiness in High Schools
Closing the college readiness gap among high school students requires a clearer
definition and better understanding of the indicators used to measure students readiness for
college (Conley 2007; Roderick et al., 2009; Spence, 2009). One of the major pitfalls to the
secondary system is that it lacks a definitive and clear description of readiness (Spence, 2009).
According to Conley, the secondary system has over-familiarized itself with the “basics” of
college preparation and diluted the necessary components that signal college readiness (2005,
2007). He contends that college readiness is much more complex and multi-dimensional than
course requirements, adequate grades, and moderate performance on achievement test and
college eligibility. Operationally, college readiness should be defined as the level of knowledge
and skills required to enroll and succeed in credit-bearing courses without remediation at the
postsecondary level. The college-ready student has a mature comprehension of postsecondary
expectations that enables them to cope with the standards, course content and intellectual
dispositions of a college environment (Conley, 2007).
Core Curriculum. The most common approach is to define college readiness in terms
of the high school core curriculum including course study, perceived difficulty, acquired credits,
and grades (Callan, Finney, Kirst, Usdan, & Venezia, 2006). This widely held definition can be
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traced to the early expansion of the comprehensive high school which established a uniform
curriculum and instructional time for subjects. The Committee of Ten’s Report and Carnegie
Unit of Instruction has remained consistent in the general movement of secondary instruction
and curriculum today (Angus & Mirel, 1999; Clark, 2007). The Committee addressed the dual
role of secondary education and the inconsistency in high school preparation for college
aspirants and those preparing for the workforce. The conclusion of the report argued that:
every subject which is taught at all in a secondary school should be taught in the same
way and to the same extent to every pupil as long as he pursues it, no matter what the
probable destination of the pupil may be, or at what point his education is to cease.
(Angus & Mirel, 1999; NEA, 1894, p. 17)
The Carnegie unit of instruction established a uniformed system to guide student‟s length of
study in subject areas throughout the academic year (Clark, 2007). While opposing views
diversified the structure and organization of secondary schooling; this construction of college
readiness is evident among K-12 systems and institutions of higher education today (Angus &
Mirel, 1999).
Research connecting student‟s core-curriculum and achievement has influenced the
curricular structure of public high schools. In earlier studies, sector comparison between
Catholic and public high schools found that Catholic schools produced greater achievement and
equity of learning because of their “constrained” academic curriculum required for all students
(Lee & Bryk, 1989 as cited in Lee & Ready, 2009). Unlike students in public high schools,
Catholic students completed a rigorous and narrow academic program regardless of their social
or academic background. Later comparisons between public high schools, also found that
student‟s learning and achievement were equally distributed by race, ethnicity, and social class
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when a rigorous curriculum was offered with a college preparatory emphasis (Lee & Ready,
2009).
Further studies conducted during the late 1990s such as the High School Transcript
Study, High School Beyond, and the Toolbox: Academics, Intensity, Attendance Patterns, and
Bachelor’s Degree Attainment all determined that the single most important factor aiding college
success was the course study of high school students (Adelman, 1999; NCES, 1998). The 2006
study, Toolbox revisited: Path to Degree Completion from High School concluded that one of the
greatest pre-collegiate indicators of degree completion is the quality and challenge of core
courses in high school (Adelman, 2006). The national six year study, Betraying the College
Dream, found that high school course-taking patterns are the main predictor of college success. It
also found that students in accelerated tracks of the curriculum received clearer signals about
college readiness and preparation (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003).
The 2010 study conducted by ACT, Mind the Gaps: How College Readiness Narrows
Achievement Gaps in College Success, examined academic factors including levels of academic
achievement, coursework preparation, education, career planning, and as its influence on college
success. ACT concluded that high school student‟s completion of the recommended core
curriculum and further study in mathematics and science was a key pre-collegiate indicator for
college readiness. However, while high school students have made great strides in completing
the core curriculum, a large percentage of students are failing to meet ACT benchmarks in core
subjects that signal college readiness and it appears that much of the loss occurs during the last
two years of high school (ACT, 2010). Conley (2007, 2010) has also conducted extensive
research on college readiness and identified four main areas of skill development (i.e., content
knowledge, core academic skills, non-cognitive skills, college knowledge) that are critical in
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shaping students readiness for college. Specifically, content knowledge and core academic skills
are foundational to understanding academic disciplines and highly valuable to college-level
studies. These two dimensions of readiness are cultivated by a successful academic preparation
program at the secondary level (Conley, 2009).
The emphasis made on course quality and successful completion has led to a title-based
definition of college readiness of which many state policies have largely focused on this
indicator (Venzia et al., 2004). However, the variation and quality of the high school curriculum
and college preparation program impacts college readiness, as well as the readiness gap among
high school students. This aspect of college readiness will be discussed further during the
literature review.
College Admission. A second approach is to define college readiness by student‟s
performance on college admission and state achievement exams. The proliferation of the collegepreparatory program led to gradual changes in the admission process that emphasized high
school achievement and scholarly merit (Spring, 2008). Institutions of higher education began to
establish an agreed-upon standard for academic profiles and comprehensive knowledge reflected
on college admission test. These indexes were and presently serve as a threshold for admittance,
remedial education, and degree selectivity (Howell, 2011; Spring, 2008).
The ACT has been used to evaluate student‟s readiness for college and established
benchmarks for projecting college success (ACT, 2011b). ACT has long defined college and
career readiness as the acquisition of knowledge and skills needed to enroll and succeed in
credit-bearing courses. Their research has shown that a strong relationship exists between ACT
scores in subject areas and first-year college grades. The college readiness benchmarks
established by ACT represent the minimum score in core areas needed to have a high probability
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of success in credit-bearing college courses. The annual ACT report indicates that more students
than ever before (1.62 million) are taking the ACT to assess college readiness and the percentage
of students meeting benchmarks has increased moderately. According to Gewertz (2011), the
expansion of statewide funding or requirement of ACT testing is attributed to the push for state
and national accountability systems. Presently, eight states pay for all juniors to take exam:
Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan, North Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, and Wyoming (ACT
2011b; Gewertz, 2011).
Additionally, ACT(2011a) has examined whether college readiness, as defined in the
United States, is an international competitive standard with higher performing countries around
the world. ACT analyzed student‟s performance on the international assessment Programee for
International Student Assessment (PISA) and corresponding college readiness standards in
reading and mathematics on the sophomore assessment PLAN. Tenth-graders college readiness
benchmarks for reading and mathematics were higher than the U.S. and other Organization for
Economic Co-Operation and Development (OCED) countries performance averages. The college
readiness standards also fell among competitive range with international achievement of higher
performing countries such as Canada, Japan, and New Zealand. ACT suggests these results
further substantiate the adoption of national common core standards to align curriculum,
instructional tools, teacher training, and assessment to ensure all students attain college
readiness. Although ACT has completed extensive research on college readiness, some positions
hold that it may not be a universal measure of college readiness because several states have
either not adopted ACT as their accountability measure or state standards have not been aligned
to what is measured on the ACT (Roderick et al., 2009; Spence, 2009).
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High school exit examinations are another indicator used to measure college readiness.
Today, all states have some form a competency testing to measure student‟s skills prior to
graduation and 25 states require high school students to pass exit exams in English, mathematics
and science to fulfill graduation requirements (Center of Education Policy, 2011). High school
examinations are mainly influenced by provisions of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which is
intended to narrow the achievement gap between high and low performing students, especially
the achievement gap between minority and non-minority students (Kim & Sunderman, 2006).
Under NCLB, schools are governed under an accountability system that requires demonstration
of adequate yearly progress for all students in reading and mathematics. Among its goals, one of
the four principles of NCLB was explicitly developed to strengthen the preparation of college
bound students (Goldrick-Rab & Mazzeo, 2006). Considering that only six states prescribe
purpose of their state assessment is to measure readiness for postsecondary education (GoldrickRab & Mazzeo, 2006) and currently high schools are not held accountable for student‟s college
readiness or attainment; it is unlikely teachers or students receive clear signals about the
adequacy of their work (Godrick-Rab & Mazzeo, 2006; Murane, 2007).
Actually, the panacea of standard-based reform and large scale testing set in motion by
NCLB has undermined efforts to improve educational outcomes (Moses & Nanna, 2007). Some
research has shown how variations in state standards and to what extent those standards are
measured have bread inconsistencies on state exams and national assessment of academic
preparation (Center of Educational Policy, 2010; Kim & Sunderman, 2007; Moses & Nana,
2007). Other research has seen a decline in high school completion, increase in GED testing and
enlarged inequality in college attainment (Center for Education and Policy, 2010; CPPH, 2006).
According to Murane (2007), the perverse incentive of NCLB pushes for academic progress
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solely at the secondary level and neglects to support content aligning of high school exit
examinations with college expectations. As a result, state exams that are squarely focused on
high school completion will more likely divert attention from college readiness and access than
enhance it (Goldrick-Rab & Mazzeo, 2006; Nieto & Bode, 2008).
High school exit exams could be a useful measure of readiness if a strong correlation
between proficiency on exams and college readiness exists (Murnane, 2007; Roderick et al.,
2009). Within the last year, some states have lowered the stakes attached to exit exams including
Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee. These states no longer require students to pass exit
exams to receive a diploma, but utilize exam score as a percentage of final grades in core courses
needed for graduation (Center of Education and Policy, 2011). However, until then, the passage
of a core curriculum aligned to basic competency skills and successful passing of state exams
will continue to be an active measure for postsecondary success at the secondary level (Conley,
2007; 2010).
College Knowledge. Another important area of college readiness extends beyond
academic and non-cognitive behaviors and encompasses student‟s expectations of college
planning and enrollment. This concept, College Knowledge, is the measure of information,
resources, and skills needed to navigate college planning and developed awareness of how
college operates as a system and culture (Conley). College knowledge involves an understanding
of the college planning process which includes items such as curricular requirements, college
search, admission testing, and cost of education and college standards. Changes in student‟s
aspirations over time, according to Conley (2007), are a manifestation of the informal and formal
messages received that help enhance their understanding of postsecondary opportunities and how
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to plan effectively. The emphasis on college knowledge could help explain the significant
disparities in college readiness among high school students (Roderick et al., 2009).
Research has shown that the more students are engaged in college preparation and
receive adequate guidance, the more likely they are to enroll college (Bell, Rowan-Keyon, &
Perna, 2009; Perna & Thomas, 2006). Likewise, it indicates that differences in college related
outcomes are a result of inexperience and lack of knowledge regarding college among students
and parents (Perna et al., 2008). Often times, this lack of knowledge is more evident among
minority, low-income, and first-generation students and their parents who have very little or no
formal experience with college (Conley, 2007; Kirst, 2004). College awareness among nonminority and high-income students is more pronounced because it is “socially inherited” by
parental education, income, resources, and supportive networks within the school‟s academic
culture (Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). For most students, their knowledge of college
preparation and access is critical to their decision to plan for and effectively pursue
postsecondary education (De La Rosa & Tierney, 2006).
The Bridge study conducted from 1996 to 2002 explored student‟s knowledge of
curricular requirements for college admission (Venezia et al., 2004). The study indicated that a
disproportionate number of students were not familiar with curriculum requirements for state
institutions involved in the study. Fewer than 12% of students across six states (California,
Georgia, Illinois, Maryland, Oregon, and Texas) could identify all curriculum requirements
needed for college admission. A major finding of the study demonstrated that students in
accelerated tracks and of high-income status were more knowledgeable of college admission
requirements than peers in general tracks. These students were more familiar with a wide range
of universities admission requirements, accurate estimates of tuition cost, and aspired to attend
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more selective institutions than their peers. Overall findings from this study suggest that high
performing students in accelerated tracks appeared to have greater access to college knowledge
and preparation (Kirst, 2004; Venezia et al., 2004).
Avery and Kane (2004) explored how limited knowledge about college can influence
student‟s completion of the college application process. Their research found that students of
similar qualifications and aspirations in Boston public high schools and suburban high schools
differed greatly to the extent in which they took necessary steps to apply to college. Among the
65% of Boston public school students planning to attend a four-year college, less than 25%
actually completed the necessary steps to enroll in college. Suburban high school students were
more likely to complete sequential steps and attain college admission to a four- year college by
the fall. Their research asserted that low income-students lack of college knowledge and
awareness of the complex application process adversely affected their effort to complete the
process.
De La Rosa and Tierney (2006) found that student‟s knowledge (or lack thereof)
regarding the financial aid process also influenced college preparation and enrollment. Fifty-nine
percent of low-income students indicated that inexperience and unawareness of financial aid
information impacted their decision to plan for, apply to, and eventually enroll in college.
Overwhelmingly, most students felt they needed information and resources regarding college
affordability prior to their senior year to start planning effectively. The study found that parents
of low-income parents could not guide their children through the process because they lacked
familiarity with the process as well. In comparisons, college aspirations and knowledge among
students were greater among high schools and magnet schools with higher college-going rates,
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which could indicate that these schools offered more information and resources to successfully
enroll in college.
Another study discussed how knowledge of college was an important factor to college
planning and enrollment among high school students (Roderick et al., 2008). Roderick et al.
found that only 4% of high school seniors in their study who aspired to earn a four-year degree
actually applied to and enrolled in postsecondary institutions in the fall. Less than half of Latino
students who hoped to attain a four-year degree applied to at least one college. Further, the
students with the lowest qualifications (low ACT scores, cumulative grade point average) who
aspired to enroll in college during the fall of their senior year were the least likely to plan for,
apply, and eventually enroll. Their research suggests that student‟s preparation for college
enrollment was influenced by the absence of college knowledge, norms, and resources available
to students. Roderick et al. indicate that academic preparation must be coupled with supportive
school structures that demonstrate how to effectively complete the college search, planning and
application process.
Bell et al. (2009) study demonstrated that ninth and eleventh-graders knowledge of
college varied by grade level, family income, and source. Bell et al. found that eleventh-graders
possessed more college-related information and acquired their information from more reliable
sources such as teachers, counselors or college representatives. Ninth-graders seemed to have a
vague sense of the college-going process and relied mostly on their friends, family, and internet
resources. Bell et al. states that these results should raise questions concerning the type of
information and personal experience relayed to students. Particularly, for low-income students,
they are least likely to have peers and family members that are experienced with college. Bell et
al. found that although most students could differentiate between two-year and four-year

27

colleges, many lacked knowledge of specific curricular requirements for their own state
institutions in which they hoped to apply. Even with student‟s predispositions regarding the cost
of education, the study found that students attending high-income source schools viewed student
loans as way to finance education and gain the training necessary to acquire a great paying job.
Whereas, students attending low-income schools viewed college cost as an unwanted burden that
one must deal with, whether one successfully gains degree or not. Bell et al. suggest the lack of
consistency in college related information and breadth of financial aid information explains
substantial gaps in college preparation and enrollment.
Deil-Amen and Tevis (2010) found low-income students college selectivity and
enrollment is influenced by their understanding of college entrance exams. Their study revealed
that students lacked knowledge on how to evaluate their ACT scores, how scores were weighed
in college admission, and what range of scores were expected for different colleges. Both groups
of students, low and high performing, made “questionable assumptions about the relevance” of
their ACT scores (p. 152). For students who scored low on the ACT, they considered retaking
the exam, selecting a different college to apply to or postpone enrollment until they achieved a
better score. Students who scored relatively higher (when compared to school peers) were
confronted by unexpected challenges of college work and what they believed they were capable
of doing as reported by their ACT report. In fact, high scoring students reported feeling
blindsided during the college application process, as well as when they entered college. DeilAmen and Tevis argue student‟s lack of knowledge about college admission testing is associated
with their overall lack of information about college. Without appropriate information and support
structures in place to discuss ACT performance and perceptions of test scores, students are left to
make aimless predictions regarding if and when they are ready for college.
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College knowledge and awareness of college preparation is extremely important to
narrowing the aspiration-attainment gap among students, especially low-income and minority
students. When schools and students understand college readiness is more comprehensive, they
will do more to develop the full range of abilities and skills needed to attain readiness (Baker,
Clay. & Gratama, 2005).
Influences of College Readiness Gap
While there are several factors that contribute to the college readiness gap, researchers
have focused a great deal on the high school curriculum. Research has shown that completing a
more rigorous course of study exposes students to more of the preparation that is necessary to be
academically ready for college (Robert & Sawyer, 2006; Sawyer, 2008). Those who have
examined the relationship between course-taking patterns and achievement argue that there is
room for improvement in course-tracking and rigor in middle and high schools (ACT, 2007b;
Sawyer, 2008).
Eighth-grade achievement. The academic preparation gained in middle school not only
impacts high school readiness but it influences student‟s readiness for college. Eighth-grade
achievement has been closely monitored by the National Assessment for Education Progress
(NAEP), also known as the “nation‟s report card.” NAEP is considered a primary source to
examine educational outcomes of public school students and to gauge middle school student‟s
readiness for high school (Howard, 2010; NCES, 2007). According to recent NAEP results, the
achievement gap in reading and mathematics among eighth-grade students remains unchanged.
African American, Hispanic, and Native-American students meet proficiency standards in lower
percentages than non-minority peers in the same grade (NCES, 2007). It also shows that the
persistent achievement gap between minority and non-minority eighth-grade students has held
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constant since 1992. These trends hold a difficult reality because those students who fail to
develop proficient skills in middle school are less likely to take a college preparatory curriculum
that is necessary for college entrance exams and admission (Howard, 2010). Respectively, those
students who gain the academic skills in eighth-grade are more likely to be prepared for high
school and college access.
Balfanz (2009) and Neild and Balfanz (2006) have looked at achievement levels of
entering ninth-graders and have found differences in academic preparation, failing courses,
attendance patterns, and high school completion. Neild and Balfanz examination of relationships
between eighth-graders proficiency on state exit exams and their readiness for high school, found
significant differences in grade level skills across suburban and inner city schools. In 50 of the
most affluent communities, 95% or more of eighth-graders scored proficient on their state
examination in reading and mathematics, indicating they are prepared for a high school
curriculum. For schools serving a higher concentration of minority students, less than one in five
achieved proficiency standards on state examinations. In urban schools serving high minority
populations, the educational demographics overwhelmingly revealed that students entered high
school on a fifth or sixth grade skill level, had difficulty passing the ninth grade one or more
times and had poor attendance prior to high school. The study suggest that students from
affluent, suburban middle schools arrive ready to balance the expectations of high school and
those from high poverty urban schools arrive lacking an adequate education necessary to perform
and successfully complete high school.
ACT (2008) explains that very little attention has been focused on the shared role of
middle school. Their research shows that “fewer than two in ten eighth graders are on target to be
ready for college level work by the time they graduate from high school” (p. 5). In the study, The
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Forgotten Middle, it concluded that the level of academic achievement gained by the end of
eighth-grade has a much greater impact on college readiness than anything else academically that
may occur during high school. ACT examined the relationship between six factors known to
influence student‟s college readiness as defined by their performance on the ACT. Of the six
predictive constructs, (background characteristics, standard coursework, advanced/honor
coursework, GPA, testing behaviors) student‟s eighth-grade achievement on the Explore
assessment displayed the strongest relationship. These results suggest that student‟s preparation
in English, mathematics, reading and science attained before high school has a more predictive
power in enhancing college readiness. ACT believes that in order to improve college readiness,
interventions not only need to occur at the high school level, but during the middle school years
as well (2008).
A study conducted by Montgomery County Public Schools revealed that students who
attained on-grade achievement in eighth grade were more likely to be college ready by the end of
their senior year (Seckor, 2009). Findings indicated that 80% of SAT tested students from the
class of 2007 and 2008 with advanced scoring in reading on the Maryland School Assessment in
eighth-grade earned a SAT critical reading score of 1650 or an ACT score of 24. In contrast,
27% of SAT tested students who scored in the proficient and basic range earned a critical reading
score of 550 or higher. Additionally, researchers looked at what factors influenced student
achievement and found evidence of course-taking patterns as early as eighth- grade. After
analyzing academic profiles between 2006 and 2008, results revealed that 82% of SAT tested
students who completed Algebra I with a B or higher (46%) in middle school earned a SAT math
score of 550 or higher. Successful completion of Algebra I by the eighth-grade demonstrated a
level of learning that is needed for the high school curriculum and high achievement on the SAT
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(Sector, 2009). As explained by Sector, students who entered high school needing Algebra I
were more likely to need additional support to develop the critical thinking skills that are
measured by the SAT math test. However, in good faith of instructional practices, rigor, and
student motivation, students who do not meet grade level performance in one grade may “catch
up” and perform better in subsequent grades.
Williams Haertel and Kirst (2010) emphasized eighth-grade achievement in their
national study on policies and practices in middle schools. First, the researchers note that much
of the loss witnessed in student achievement is gained during the middle school years. For
example, two-thirds of fourth-grade students in California scored proficient or advanced in
mathematics in 2009, whereas only 43% of seventh-graders scored proficient or above.
Secondly, they recognize that middle schools may be the only opportunity to get students back
on track. If middle school students are not provided with a quality education or intervention to
achieve academic readiness, the less likely they will be prepared for college preparatory
coursework and least likely to attain a diploma. Additionally, student‟s success on state
assessments has been used to signal readiness for high school and college entry. Student‟s
performance in eighth grade on the California standard-based test in mathematics and ELA are
used to predict student‟s liki-hood of passing the high school exit exam. Both are used to
determine mathematics and science placement upon entry to high school, which consequently,
impacts the requisite for rigorous courses that are known to better prepare students for college
admission and success. Williams and Haertel et al emphasize that college readiness should begin
in middle school because much of what is expected in high school and then later personalized in
college is distinctly affected by the gains or non-gains by the end of eighth grade.
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Course taking patterns of high school students. In the 2005 study Courses Count,
ACT found that not only does the core curriculum but course sequences increase student
achievement on the ACT assessment. For instance, students who took the science sequence,
Biology, Chemistry and Physics opposed to General Science, Biology and Chemistry were more
likely to meet the readiness benchmark in science. Furthermore, when students took at least one
foreign language or successfully completed the English sequence, both achievement and the
probability of college success increased among high school students regardless of present
achievement level. Findings also revealed that even after demonstrated benefits, a large
proportion of ACT tested students had not taken the minimum core, never less, a more
challenging course of study (ACT, 2005).
One explanation considers the variation in state diploma requirements because not every
state requires specific courses to graduate. So therefore it may be easy to bypass the courses
deemed beneficial for college preparation but fulfill the requirements for a high school diploma
(Achieve, 2011). “While some states offer students the option to pursue a truly rigorous course
of study, a less rigorous set of course requirements remain the standard in almost every state”
(ACT, 2007a, p. 24).
Carbannaro (2005) examined the link among student‟s effort, curriculum tracking and
achievement from the eighth and tenth grade cohort of 1988 National Education Longitudinal
Study. Carbannaro‟s study revealed that upper-tracked students (advanced/honors vs. general)
had significantly higher achievement and demonstrated effort than those in lower tracks. For
example, honor courses in English and science appeared to influence student achievement in
reading and science. In fact as effort in English increased, Carbannaro found a one unit increase
in reading gains among two-thirds of the students. For mathematics however, it was the one
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subject that student‟s effort seemed to contribute to tracking differences in achievement. Results
also indicated a strong relationship between eighth and tenth grade performance and effort.
Carbannaro posits that both policy makers and researchers should focus greater attention to
differences in learning opportunities than to differences in effort. It is extremely important to
provide school environments that promote intellectual stimulation and effort in all their courses.
Deng and Kobrin (2007) examined whether taking specific mathematics courses is
associated with higher achievement on the SAT. After aligning SAT test items more closely to
the high school curriculum, researchers were interested if course-taking patterns influenced
student‟s performance on new items. The course sequence consisted of Algebra I, Algebra II,
Geometry, Trigonometry, Pre-Calculus, and Calculus. The results from the study indicated that
students who completed the course sequence up to Algebra II scored higher on both old and new
items on the SAT than those who had not taken Algebra II or Geometry. Results also revealed
that students who took more advanced courses beyond Geometry scored higher than those who
did not take advanced courses during their senior year. Deng and Kobrin (2007) emphasized,
“self- selection” into courses plays an important role in course taking patterns. Students who
choose to take higher-level mathematic courses may be more interested or aware of the perceived
benefits than those who choose not to. At any rate, it appears that further learning in the course
sequence is strongly correlated to higher achievement on the SAT.
The 2009 High School Transcript study (HSTS) also explored the relationship between
course-taking patterns and student achievement on the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NCES, 2011a). In this study, curriculum levels (standard, midlevel, rigorous)
differentiate the number of course credits earned by graduates in specified types of courses. One
of the overall findings revealed that course-taking patterns contributed to differences in high
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school student‟s performance in mathematics and science. Students who completed a rigorous
curriculum scored proficient compared to those who scored below basic after completing a midlevel or standard curriculum. It also found no significant differences in scores between students
completing a standard and below standard curriculum.
Of equal interest, when course-taking patterns were analyzed, HSTS found differences in
curriculum levels among high school students (NCES, 2011a). The study indicates that even
though all racial/ethnic groups completed a more challenging curriculum than peers in 1990, a
quarter of students completed a curriculum level below standard. Thirty-nine percent of
graduates whose parents did not obtain a high school diploma, 45% of students with disabilities,
and 63% of English language learners were least likely to attain a standard curriculum.
Asian/Pacific Islander graduates attained a more challenging curriculum in higher percentages
than that of white, black or Hispanic graduates (29%, 14%, 6%, and 8% respectively). For
majority of students, earning course credits in science was the key to attaining a standard or
midlevel curriculum, especially for black and Hispanic graduates. Nearly half of black and
Hispanic students who completed a below standard curriculum required one additional science
courses to advance to a standard curriculum. Thirty-four percent of white students to complete a
below standard and 33% to complete a midlevel curriculum lacked the necessary science
requirement to attain a more rigorous curriculum. While HSTS does not suggest causation, they
explain higher scores could be a result of gaining more information from taking a rigorous
curriculum or it could be those students were better prepared and more motivated to perform
well or a combination of these and other influences.
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Absence of course rigor. Beyond defining college readiness as a sequence of courses (4
credits of English, 3 credits of science, etc.), there is a need to push for a greater articulation of
content and skills to truly prepare students for college level work (Iriti & Bickel, 2009). Very
few high school students, especially low income, first-generation college students, and those
attending schools with a large proportion of free and reduced lunch are least likely to have access
to or complete a rigorous course of study (The High School Leadership Summit, 2006).
In 2007 ACT released finding from the Rigor at Risk study which illustrated that the
majority of high school curriculums were failing the nation‟s students. ACT argues that the high
school curriculum (basic or advanced) lacks the depth, intensity, and level of preparation needed
to increase college readiness for many students. High school courses are not being offered in
adequate numbers or sufficient breadth to encourage student‟s interest, participation or academic
development (2005, 2007b). ACT discusses three important findings from the ACT 2006-tested
cohort. First, it indicated that a large majority of high school seniors who completed the core
curriculum (74%) were not prepared for the first-year of college. Secondly, it appears that
students must advance to a higher curriculum track to gain the skills they should have learned in
a rigorous core curriculum. Third, it indicated that even when students completed a substantial
number of additional courses, no more than three-fourths met readiness benchmarks in English,
mathematics, science or reading. The study showed, no more than 38% of students in science,
60% in math and 77% in English were ready for first-year college-level courses.
Sawyer (2008) explored the effectiveness of taking additional coursework in high school
and its impact on college readiness gains of students. Results from Sawyer‟s study indicated that
taking additional coursework (standard or advanced/honors) would only modestly increase the
proportion of students who are college ready. For students who took additional mathematics and
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science, their benchmark attainment would increase by 8 points in mathematics and 3 points in
science. Additional courses in English, social studies and foreign language proved to have little
or no benefit to improving ACT English and reading achievement among high school students.
However, results did reveal that students who enter high school “on target” by the end of eighth
grade, benefited more from taking additional coursework. Among the enhancements studied,
standard coursework was the weakest predicting variable and eighth grade achievements (as
measured by Explore) was the strongest predicting variable of all. These findings should alarm
high schools because majority of the advanced or honors courses that often lack enrichment,
content quality and rigor are designed by their own faculty (Sawyer, 2008). Given the lack of
highly qualified teachers in core academic subjects and the limited experience of teaching
advanced courses, students taking higher-level courses are least likely to gain the knowledge and
instructional quality deemed rigorous (The High School Leadership Summit, 2006).
In another study, Wilcox and Angelis (2011) identified course rigor coupled with high
expectations as one of four best practices for high performing high schools. High performing
schools (based on AYP progress) were substantially more likely to maintain clear and supportive
expectations for teaching and learning. These schools were more likely to provide honors and
advanced placement courses to a large variety of students and support lower performing students
with an opportunity to learn in a rigorous environment. Six out of 10 high-performing schools
have enhanced the academic rigor and “detracked” course-taking patterns of their students.
Wilcox and Angelis found differentiation in school‟s expectation for academic rigor, where highperforming schools viewed rigor as a commodity that should be available to all students and
perceived as “promoting students involvement as much as possible through opportunity” (p.144)
and low-performing schools belief about rigor was broadly shaped by teacher‟s perception of
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student‟s ability in their class. The study demonstrates a stark contrast between student
achievements and suggests that academic rigor is afforded to some students and some schools.
Considering the relationship between coursework and ACT achievement, Radunzel and
Noble (2012) tracked 2003 ACT-tested students college readiness, enrollment and success. In
one analysis, researchers looked at high school coursework and ACT benchmark attainment and
compared it to degree attainment. When comparing completion rates by both coursework taken
and benchmark attainment in the same subject area, they found that students who took additional
coursework, but did not meet the readiness benchmarks for college work, were less likely to
succeed in college. Those students who took fewer higher-level courses but did meet the
readiness benchmarks for college level studies were more likely to continue and successfully
complete their degree. Researchers report that undergraduate students who took Algebra I,
Geometry, and Algebra II in high school and met the ACT mathematics benchmark prior to
enrolling in college had higher degree completion rates than those who took mathematics
coursework beyond Algebra II and did not meet the readiness benchmarks prior to enrolling in
college. These finding suggest that those students who completed the standard curriculum gained
better preparation than those who took high level coursework in some schools.
Equally important, college success rates (retention/completion) were generally higher for
undergraduate students across all subgroups that were on target in the eighth and tenth grades
than those who were not on target. Radunzel and Noble (2012) argue that simply offering the
right kind of courses is not enough to effectively prepare students for college success; it requires
middle and high school courses to be offered in sufficient depth and rigor to enhance college
readiness and improve college completion.
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Misalignment of Standards between K-12 and Postsecondary
Some disconnects exist between what highs schools consider college preparatory and
what colleges require for their first year undergraduate students. Traditionally, postsecondary
institutions have been responsible for defining college-level standards and the secondary system
has been mainly responsible for developing the college preparatory curriculum designed to
prepare students for college admission (Adelman, 2001; Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 2003).
Therefore, high school students enter high school under one set of standards and expectations
only to discover they do not meet the “new” standards required to attain college success
(Rodriguez, 2010; Venezia, Callan, Finney, Kirst, & Usdan, 2005).
At least one study, the National Curriculum Survey (NCS) has examined differences in
curriculum quality and standards among entities. NCS examines the current instructional
practices and postsecondary expectations in order to develop test that measure critical skills and
knowledge (ACT, 2007a). The most recent national curriculum survey revealed that high school
teachers and college faculty disagree about the importance, depth and breadth of essential state
standards. The report signals three areas of disagreement that are invaluable to understanding the
fragmented relationship between systems. The points are identified and discussed below:
1. High school teachers and college faculty disagree how well state standards are
preparing students for college. Sixty-five percent of college professors believe that their state
standards are not preparing students for college-level work, however, the vast majority of high
school teachers assert that state standards are effectively preparing students. In each content area
(English, mathematics, science and reading), state standards were rated 70% or higher in
preparing students effectively. The presence of such a large gap in perception demonstrates that
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high school teachers may not have an accurate perception of what is needed to prepare students
for college.
2. High school teachers and college faculty disagree about depth and breadth of essential
state standards needed for college success. Secondary teachers rate a wide range of topics and
skills as “important” or “very important” for college readiness than college instructors. For
example, in content areas English and mathematics, secondary teachers ranked topic/idea
development and advanced math topics as important, whereas, college instructors ranked writing
mechanics and mathematical basics fundamentals to advance courses as important. Remedial
course teacher‟s ratings of academic skills and knowledge were more closely aligned to college
instructors than high school teachers. The fact that high school teachers are governed by state
standards increases the tendency to treat “every standard” as important. Therefore, teachers tend
to sacrifice a selective, more rigorous form of instruction for a broad and inclusive scope of
instruction (ACT, 2007a).
3. Course state standards do not prescribe essential outcomes at the high school level to
determine what skills and knowledge are necessary at the course level. The report states that high
school courses lack closure on “must haves” concerning what students should know and be able
to do in next level courses, as well as first-year college courses. It states that only a minority of
states have course -level standards in grade nine through twelve. Even those states where there
standards are considered most effective in the nation, often neglect college level standards
needed to sufficiently prepare students for college (ACT, 2007a).
Competing pressures to ensure all students are prepared for their state exit exam or other
“high stakes” test further strains the alignment between secondary and postsecondary
institutions. As mentioned earlier, high schools are under extreme burden to show progress under
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NCLB in which a great deal of high school exit exams reflects those standards. Instead of
preparing students for college-level work, many high school teachers are focused entirely on
achieving proficiency outcomes and graduation rates required to demonstrate adequate yearly
progress. For the most part, these state exit exams are designed to measure content material
taught at the eighth and tenth grade level (Achieve, 2011) rather than assessing the skills and
knowledge needed upon the completion of high school (SREB, 2010). The outlasting effect is
that high schools are preparing students to pass state test and alienating the content skills and
materials considered necessary for college success (Conley, 2009; Conley & McGaughy, 2012).
Evidence of this practice has been discussed by several researches and practitioners.
Linn (2005) states, in an effort to show progress in closing the achievement gap among high
school students, it has led to an improvised definition of reading, writing and mathematics. Some
have observed an escalated practice of curriculum narrowing, teaching to the test and a
emergence of non-appreciation of higher-order thinking skills in high schools, especially those
serving low- performing student populations (Goldrick-Rabb & Mazzeo, 2006; Riegs, 2007;
Sanders, 2008). Neito and Bode (2008) has seen a massive decline in teacher authenticity and
engagement, which has further separated teachers from curriculum goals. Calderhead, as
summarized by Neito and Bode (2008) explained that high-stakes testing represents a
misapplication of process-outcome research, which enforces a prescriptive set of uniform
teaching styles that narrow diverse content, curriculum and student ability. Rather than
expanding the knowledge and skills it appears that the overt focus on state exams restricts the
curriculum and organizational culture of the school to better approach state exams.
So despite the recent urgency to build more substantive, college ready standards across
secondary school systems (Achieve, 2011, ACT, 2010; Callan, Finney & Kirst, et al, 2006), over
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the past decade, there was a greater agreed-upon standard to provide the knowledge and skills
necessary for high school completion. Since the curriculum standards are changing to enhance
college readiness, high school teachers must increase their understanding of what “readiness”
looks likes and this awareness can only be fostered by starting with the end in mind (Rodriquez,
2010).
While there are other influences that help contribute to the disproportionate number of
students unprepared for college, there is a wide consensus that the quality and level of instruction
in high school must be improved and aligned with postsecondary expectations. To ensure
systemic alignment among the components discussed, researchers and national organizations
have pushed for common readiness standards across the nation. K-12 and postsecondary
education ultimately agree that one set of standards should be clearly defined, prioritized and
applied rigorously (Spence, 2009). Achieve (2011) reports that 48 states have adopted College
and Career Ready Standards in English/Language Arts and Mathematics. Forty-four states have
adopted Common Core Standards to reflect uniformity in the standards and expectations for
college readiness. Twenty-two states now require graduates to complete a college ready
curriculum. These national efforts to improve student college and career readiness can
substantially improve the trajectory of young adults and the economic future of the country.
College Culture in High Schools
Existing literature on school characteristics demonstrates that the active “culture” of a
school can either nurture or stifle students and school development (Senge, 2000). The terms
school culture and school climate, often used interchangeably, describes how the school
environment influences the behavior of teacher and students (Yonezawa, Jones, Mehan, &
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McClure, 2008). It delineates the interrelated cycle of shared beliefs, values, traditions and social
relationships that incline and maintain the entire organization (Neito & Bode, 2008).
Research has shown that a positive school culture is associated with “higher student
engagement, grades, attendance, expectations and aspirations; sense of scholastic competence,
fewer school suspensions, and on-time progression through grades, higher self-concept, less
anxiety and depression, as well as less substance abuse among students” (Search Institute, n.d. as
cited in Tableman, 2004, p. 4). A positive school culture is powerful enough to generate the close
cohesiveness and personalization of shared governance that is necessary to enhance student
achievement (Sergiovanni & Stratt, 2007; Yonezawa et al., 2008). School culture, according to
Rhodes, Steven, and Hemmings (2011) is the most effective educational innovation to improve
school related outcomes and is the most essential element to developing a successful high school
program.
With regard to student‟s preparation for and enrollment in college, a substantial body of
literature emphasizes the importance of a “college culture” (i.e. college-going culture) in high
schools. The aforementioned aspects of college readiness (academic preparation, college
knowledge, shared advising, and resources) are set in motion by the continuous and interactive
function of the college culture created within the high school (McDonough, 2005). Traditionally,
school counselors have been responsible for managing curriculum tracks, advising college plans,
providing information, resources, and shaping postsecondary endeavors (Cicourel & Kitsuse,
1963 as cited in Lee & Ekstrom, 1987; Lee & Ekstrom, 1987; Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei,
1996) but due to enlarged aspirations among high school students, high student-to-counselor
ratios, disparities in guidance service due to non-counseling duties, and the quality of and
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accessibility to a positive college culture is the responsibility of everyone (McClafferty, 2002;
McDough, 2000).
McClafferty (2002) defines college culture as an integrated system of conditions
necessary to support postsecondary readiness, referred to as “The Principles of College
Readiness.” Corwin and Tierney (2007) state that a strong college culture is capable of
cultivating aspirations and efforts conducive to preparing for, applying to, and enrolling in
college. Holland and Farmer-Hinton (2009) conceptualized college culture within a social
support model by which access to relationships and resources help students navigate the college
planning process. In scope with others, Roderick, Coca, and Nagoka (2011) describes a collegegoing climate as an environment that establishes norms for college participation and provides the
information and support needed to successfully complete the college search and application
process. Ultimately, the presence of a strong college culture helps evolve the educational
aspirations and postsecondary endeavors of all high schools students
Several studies have examined the effects of the high school context. McDonough‟s
(1997) research examined differences in high school context and how it shapes college choices
among college aspirants. McDonough describes college culture as an “organizational habitus,”
which conveys a prescriptive set of normative that are received and shared by all members of the
group that are then framed and enable individual aspirations, probabilities and subjective
assessments of upward mobility. In her study, she found that student‟s college aspirations were
affected by both the normative expectations within the school, as well as the anticipated
alternatives that would be considered or ignored. Although a student‟s continuation to college is
voluntary; student‟s perceptions of available options are conditioned by socioeconomic status
(SES) status and school environment by which then evokes the mechanisms necessary to pursue

44

process. She states, this combination of social networks and climate (resources devoted to
college preparation, support for college advising, and standards for college choice) more or less
emphasize student‟s destination. Moreover, in high schools with lower SES, the college advising
and guidance function had a greater impact on student‟s aspirations than those from higher SES.
Student‟s behaviors in these schools were influenced by the high school stimuli and flow of
college information, as well as the school‟s specific expectations about college access.
McClafferty et al. (2002) undertook an extensive research project in elementary, middle
and high schools to explore the conditions needed to signal a strong college culture. In the
context of each school working towards building a college culture, researchers identified nine
principles necessary to create and sustain a college culture in school. The “Principles of College
Culture” include:


college talk



testing and curriculum



clear expectations



faculty involvement



information and resources



family involvement



comprehensive counseling



college partnerships

model



articulation

Each category acknowledges the highly integrated and complementary system ideal for
preparing students for a full range of postsecondary options. McClafferty et a.l notes that no one
individual can effectively prepare students but that it will require full participation of the school
leaders, teachers, and school counselors to improve college access and success. Their findings
highlighted the need for schools to be much more responsive to the college mission and begin
restoring the infrastructure needed to better prepare and support student‟s college attainment.
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A college culture helps foster the school relationships that help make the transition from
high school to postsecondary education more successful (Wimberly, 2002; Wimberly & Noeth,
2002). Wimberly (2002) looked at characteristics of school relationships to determine whether
there was a difference between student‟s educational expectations and postsecondary aspirations.
Wimberly found that African American students are not developing the type of school
relationships (as white peers) that would most likely enhance their academic achievements and
postsecondary goals. There were significant differences in school‟s academic emphasis, teachers
talking with students, and student‟s thoughts toward teachers relating to secondary and
postsecondary expectations. Wimberly suggest these findings could explain why African
American students are less likely to transition to postsecondary education at the rate of white
students. Primarily, because the development of poor relationships and low expectations for
teachers roadblock opportunities to discuss college aspirations, planning and the overall
decision-making process with knowledgeable adults. Students who developed healthy
relationships with teachers had higher academic expectations and postsecondary participation.
Wimberly recommends that high schools improve their social relationship models, enhance
structural activities, and develop teacher‟s awareness and capacity to form effective
relationships.
Corwin and Tierney (2007) state a strong college culture offers a challenging academic
curriculum, provides supportive interventions when college readiness is at risk, conveys high
expectations and standards for college goals; and ultimately exhibits a coordinated and systemic
structure for college support. Collective responsibility is very powerful in creating and sustaining
a college culture. The researchers argue that school administrators are responsible for setting

college-oriented agendas for the school community by articulating goals and fostering
relationships. Teachers are essential because they provide not only the academic support, but
have the daily access to motivate students by sharing college experience and being a helpful
guide through the process. School counselors, especially, have the professional responsibility for
providing college advising and guidance during the college preparation process. However, while
shared participation should be present, Corwin and Tierney find that two of the major hurdles to
enhancing college culture in high schools results from low systemic support for college
preparation and isolated college advising and guidance.
Corwin and Tierney (2007) explained that these challenges can be manifested in several
different ways: (1) low support is indicative of schools not having a clear and widely
communicated expectation for college, (2) academic programs lack sufficient course offerings in
advanced college prep and advanced placement courses, (3) very few teachers incorporate
college information and activities, (4) weak college emphasis among all guidance staff, and (5)
inadequate space, time, and resources for college planning. Corwin and Tierney explains that the
overall lack of coordinated and synchronized reinforcement of college goals between school
counselors and teachers deprives students and sends a strong message about the value of
preparing for and enrolling in college.
Schneider‟s (2007) conceptualization of a high school college climate discusses similar
expectations and challenges. One of the first fundamental principles of forming a college-going
community according to Schneider begins by requiring all teachers and staff to “develop shared
goals that all students can go to college and it is their responsibility to try and make that happen”
(p. 9). However, most urban and rural schools seem to conflict with the values, norms and social
relationships that are needed to reinforce college preparation and attainment. Schneider states
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that the efficacy of a college-going community is “initiated and formed” within the context of
high school classroom where there is an academic challenging environment that creates strong
norms for performance. Schneider‟s review of literature found that students attending schools
with high college culture were better able to align ambitions with course selections that would
better prepare them for their college major and future career. When students were unsure of the
sequential steps to take, they had access to adults who could fill in the “knowledge gaps” that
would otherwise deter the process to plan for and attain college readiness. Rather than focusing
on a designated department or even a specific grade level, effective high schools must embed a
strong college-going culture in the vital role of all school staff.
In another study, “Potholes on the Road to College,” researchers examined whether the
norms of the high school environment influenced students plan to attend, apply to and eventually
enroll in college (Roderick, Nagaoka, Coca, & Moeller, 2008). The study revealed that high
schools with a strong college climate had more influence on whether students completed the
college application process and enrolled in four-year colleges. Teachers who reported that they
held high expectations for college assisted students with college planning, were involved in
students‟ college decision-making process, and empowered students to plan for, apply, and gain
college acceptance. Moreover, the presence of a strong college culture made a greater difference
for minority students and those students with lower levels of achievement. This study indicates
that high school students are much more reliant on the support and guidance offered by school
staff. Roderick et al. demonstrates that college attainment is shaped by the expectations of the
college-going culture maintained by teacher and students.
Holland and Farmer-Hinton (2009) purports that a college culture is only as effective as
the support structure provided and student‟s perception of its accessibility. Their research
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explored the link between student‟s participation with the presumed college culture and school
size. Holland and Farmer-Hinton constructed six support measures which included: college
preparation activities, college talk, teacher advocacy, counselor advocacy, student counselor
interactions and hands-on support. When comparing school size, those students enrolled in
smaller schools (1,000 or less) were more engaged with college support measures than students
enrolled in large schools (1,500 and over). It appears that students attending smaller schools
have more access to college preparation activities, opportunity to discuss college and had
assistance with postsecondary planning. However, of all the college support measures, there
appears to be extremely low levels of support with teacher and counselor advocacy, as well as
hands-on support across the entire school district studied. In fact, no more than two of the college
support measures were reported on average from high school students. These findings indicate
that evidence of and access to social support necessary for college attainment is relative to the
college culture provided.
Another study discussed how the existing college culture can fluctuate on a continuous
scale from weak to strong (Geradi, 2008). Geardi examined what extent high school students
were engaged in “college talk” with school counselor and teachers. The study found that
student‟s grade level, knowledge of college eligibility and academic perception significantly
influenced how often students engaged in college talk. Geradi indicates that twelfth-graders were
four times more likely to report college talk than ninth-graders. Those who believed they were on
track for college enrollment were more likely (67%) to talk about college than those who thought
they were not track. The same was true for student‟s perception regarding their academic
achievement, in which those who thought they were “good students” were more than two (2.29)
times more likely to discuss college than those who had poor perceptions. Additionally, findings
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revealed that although students reported they were more likely seek school counselors for college
information, one-third of students reported that they did not talk to school counselor about
college at all. For teachers, it appears they are more likely to discuss college with ninth and
twelfth graders, indicating that tenth and eleventh graders are least likely to talk to teachers or
school counselors about college. Geradi suggest, college talk is a critical aspect in exercising
college aspiration and in order to improve college attainment, teachers and school counselors
must consider the inequitable access to college advising and guidance.
Research also finds that school effects on college choice and college enrollment influence
different outcomes for high school students. Hill (2008) focused on school strategies used to
facilitate college transitions and to what degree those strategies impacted college related
outcomes. After analyzing survey data of school administrators, Hill grouped schools into three
college types of “linking strategist,” which included traditional, clearinghouse and brokering.
High schools characterized as traditional offered few outlets for access to college knowledge;
resources for college bound opportunities, and lacked organization. Clearinghouse schools
provided moderate structure for college-linking but still lacked organizational commitment to
direct student‟s college plans. Lastly, brokering schools were highly structured and organized,
which provided the norms and “equitable distribution” of resources to both students and parents.
The study found that students enrolled in brokering schools were more likely to enroll in fouryear versus a two-year college and that college-linking strategies were equal across all racial and
ethnic backgrounds. However, brokering schools were less likely to serve high concentrations of
minority and low-income students. For clearinghouse schools (found primarily in public high
schools), Hill found variations among race and ethnicity. For African American and Latino
students, it significantly increased student‟s choice to attend a four-year college over a
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community college. Hill‟s research suggests that the organizational structure and resources made
available in high schools can either support or hinder student‟s college aspirations and pursuits.
Roderick et al. (2011) took a closer look at what factors of the college-going climate
motivates students to complete the college application process, as well as college choice. The
study revealed that African-American students (after controlling for qualifications), maternal
education and those living in high-poverty communities are more likely to plan to attend a fouryear college than Latino and white students. However, the more qualified students (i.e., GPA,
ACT score) and those involved in extracurricular activities are more likely to plan for and
actually apply to a four-year college. Roderick et al notes that although these are positive
indicators it is still questionable whether the pursuits are due to school involvement or pure selfmotivation. In regards to teacher assessment of the college climate, the study estimates that
students with similar academic achievement, family background and school participation are 12
percentage points more likely to enroll in a “match” four-year college that was better suited for
goals when they attended a high school with a strong versus weak college climate. Substantial
differences were found among teacher‟s report of their own expectations and faculty
expectations for and assistance with college preparation. Roderick et al indicates that variables
associated with college enrollment can only be accounted for the “intent” of going to college and
the resources provided to execute those aspirations.
Five Characteristics of a College Culture
This section discusses five characteristics of a high school environment that helps foster
an on-going college culture. Each component begins with a definition and then followed by a
brief description of the component drawing from the literature review. There is a great deal of
overlap between characteristics, demonstrating the interactive function an effective high school
college culture.
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College talk. College talk is the continuous transmission of what is valued and expected
among students and school faculty. Through formal and informal communication, students
develop a clear understanding of the college planning process and what is required to stay on
track. College talk enables schools to better articulate expectations and effectively guide students
towards postsecondary options (Conley, 2009; McClafferty et al., 2002; Roderick et al., 2008).
When schools intentionally increase college-related discussions, it builds college
knowledge and college-going behaviors among high school students (Conley, 2005, 2009;
Corwin & Tierney, 2007). College knowledge or awareness is referred to as the terminology,
culture or planning processes that includes items such as curricular requirements, college
admission standards, or financial planning (Conley, 2009). The absence of this information can
easily derail students from planning for college all together (Conley, 2005; Roderick et al., 2008;
Roderick et al., 2009). College knowledge can be gained through student-teacher interactions,
class discussions or printed literature such as posters, school newspapers and bulletin boards.
Schools can enhance “college talk” by allocating time for teachers to develop curriculum and
activities to infuse college content regularly in the classroom. College talk can be further
operationalized through school leadership teams, parent-teacher associations and student
organizations (McClafferty et al., 2002).
Hands-on support. Hands-on support can be described as the school‟s effort to
reinforce postsecondary expectations and success through supportive relationships. Each faculty
member recognizes their role and become active participants in students educational and
postsecondary planning. Hands-on support emphasizes student‟s access to multiple adults whom
are capable of providing insight and accurate information on college-related task (Holland &
Farmer-Hinton, 2009; McClafferty et al., 2002; Roderick et al., 2008).
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As college aspirations among student‟s increases, schools must build their capacity to
offer college advising and support. If all students are to receive adequate guidance, then each
faculty member should be able to contribute to the flow of college knowledge and resources
pertaining to course selection, graduation requirements, admission standards and/or selectivity of
colleges (Bell et al., 2009; Conley, 2009; McDonough et al., 2005). Faculty support of college
planning can be devised in many different forms. School administrators can help foster collegeoriented agendas for the entire school by articulating goals for ACT, college admission and
enrollment (Corwin & Tierney, 2007; McClafferty et al., 2002). Teachers can contribute by not
only providing a rigorous course of study (ACT 2007; Corwin & Tierney, 2007 but enable
opportunities to discuss college options within class discussions (McClafferty et al., 2002).
Schools counselors have the professional responsibility for providing up-to date information to
students and staff about postsecondary planning and options (Corwin & Tierney, 2007).
Counselor/Teacher advocacy. School faculty develops collaborative relationships with
students who are identified as college material. Advocacy efforts are aimed at ensuring those
students can monitor, organize and manage their knowledge of college. In this context, the
support provided is specific to the academic and college aspirations of the individual student
(Conley, 2009; Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009; McDonough, 2005).
As mentioned earlier, increasing the flow of college information and resources improves
student‟s readiness to plan for college effectively. As student‟s timeline for actual college
enrollment decreases, they tend to seek out more formal school resources and information (Perna
et al., 2008). Students begin to recall conversations about college with teachers, the academic
emphasis made within a college preparatory track and the expectation set before them by school
faculty (Wimberly, 2002). This shift in student engagement highlights the importance of building
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a collaborative relationship between student and staff members. Collaborative relationships are
developed through frequent communication, mutual understanding of each one‟s role and
problem-solving skills to overcome barriers to college goals (Corwin & Tierney, 2007;
McClafferty et al., 2002; Roderick et al., 2008). Such collaboration requires a considerable
amount of energy and effort for school counselors and teachers to maintain this role. For
advocacy to be successful, schools must coordinate planning and resources to effectively prepare
students for college enrollment.
Resources. School must provide equitable access to information and resources related to
college for all students. The information should act as a comprehensive guide for students and
school faculty to use during daily interactions and college advising sessions. In order to
distribute college information more broadly, school counselors and teachers are aware of what is
available and learn to incorporate it into various organizational functions and instructional
activities of the school (Conley, 2009, 2010; Corwin & Tierney, 2007; McClafferty et al., 2002).
Students need educators to link information appropriately to their college goals. Students
need positive interactions with counselors and teachers who can help explain, make sense and
offer insight about the information acquired (Conley, 2009; McClaffery et al., 2002). These
professionals serve as institutional agents that help raise students awareness of college options
and how to move towards those options (McDonough, 2005;Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Weinstein &
Savitz-Romer, 2009). Schools are responsible for improving student‟s navigation skills to
acquire the knowledge needed to effectively apply for college, scholarship and financial aid
(Perna et al., 2008; Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). Many students are very reliant on high
schools for information because they come from families and communities that have limited or
no experiences with planning for college (Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). The availability of
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resources or perception of potential resources can shape students college destination. Schools
must create systematic efforts to distribute information and resources to enhance college-going
behaviors of every student (Corwin & Tierney, 2007).
College climate. Schools must establish and communicate clear expectations for
postsecondary planning and enrollment. This begins with setting high standards for all students
to be college ready and then encouraging them to set specific goals that align to some form of
postsecondary education. Each faculty member and student recognizes their role in cultivating
school-wide college aspirations and attainment (Conley, 2007; McClafferty et al., 2002;
Roderick et al., 2008). Changes in student‟s aspirations over time according to Conley (2007)
are a manifestation of the messages received about their potential to plan for college options. The
college-ready student has a mature comprehension of postsecondary expectations that enables
them to cope with the standards, course content and intellectual dispositions of a college
environment (Conley, 2007). The verbal and non-verbal communication gained through
academic preparation, college advising and resources fosters students‟ readiness for college. The
integrated approach of the four characteristics discussed earlier can enlist the full participation of
each school counselor, teacher, staff member and administrator to build a positive college culture
(Corwin & Tierney, 2007; McClafferty et al., 2002;). When schools implement clear and specific
plans, they expand the various pathways available for students to explore and achieve
postsecondary readiness.
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Summary
The educational pursuits of young adults are entirely connected to their readiness for the
training and preparation required of them after high school. Their aspirations are affirmed
through an ongoing process of learning and dissemination of college information through their
academic tenure. As discussed in the literature review, student‟s readiness for college is
impacted by a number of factors that are interwoven in the very function of the high school
environment.
Research shows that high school students encounter opportunities and challenges of
varying degrees in the pursuit of postsecondary education. First, students may lack a mature
comprehension of what it means to be college-ready due to the multiple indicators used to
measure college readiness. Second, the strong relationship between the academic achievement
and the core curriculum in not only high schools, but middle schools as well, explains for the
disproportionate readiness gap among students. Some students are departing middle schools
better prepared for high school, of which research has shown, that eighth-grade achievement has
a strong predictive power in college readiness. Moreover, research has demonstrated that the lack
of course sequences and academic rigor combined can work as an impediment to college
success. Lastly, there is a powerful influence and necessity for all stakeholders to develop and
help maintain a high school environment that fosters college readiness and attainment. Those
schools, especially those serving low-income and minority populations, must ensure that students
are receiving the support and counsel needed to successfully plan for, apply and enroll in college.
In sum, this chapter discussed the complex and multi-dimensional nature of the conceptcollege readiness. The overall conclusion of cited research is that for many students, college
enrollment and success is uncharted territory and that they greatly depend on the high school‟s
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environment (academic, college advising, and social support) to successfully transition to
postsecondary education.
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Chapter 3: Research Methods
Chapter 3 discusses the research design and quantitative methods selected to carry out the
current study. The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between school
perceptions, school composition and ACT achievement in Tennessee high schools. The chapter
restates the statement of problem, research question and discusses the instrumentation developed
for study. The chapter concludes with a summary of discussion.
Problem Statement
Persistent, almost widening gaps are found in college readiness, access, and success
among high school students. Minority and low-income students are much more likely to
experience the educational discord between their academic preparation in high school and the
standards expected in postsecondary institutions. These students are short-changed by school
environments that facilitate misperceptions about their academic achievement, knowledge of the
college process, and readiness for postsecondary education. Often times, high school students of
low-income and minority background are susceptible to a high school culture that does not send
clear readiness signals on how to prepare or how prepared they are for college. Although a host
of policy prescriptions have been developed to amend the readiness gap, improving our
understanding of how the college readiness culture impacts college attainment and success is
important.
Research Questions
The following research questions will be addressed in this study:
1.

What perception do school counselors/teachers have of their high schools
college readiness culture in terms of their assessment of college climate,
college talk, hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?
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2.

What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers perception of
their high schools college readiness culture and ACT achievement in terms of
their assessment of college-climate, college talk, hands-on-support,
counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?

3.

What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers perception of
their high schools college readiness culture and the percentage of minority and
economically disadvantaged students in terms of college climate, college
talk, hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?

4.

Is the relationship between ACT Achievement and school counselors/teachers
perception of their high school‟s college readiness culture different by the
percentage of minority and economically disadvantaged students in high schools?

Methodology
Quantitative research, according to Glatthorn and Joyner (2005), implies that there is an
“objective reality” that can be gathered and statistically analyzed numerically. The quantitative
perspective emphasizes size of measurement and exploration of relationships through descriptive
research, correlation research and group comparisons. This method of research enables the
research to explore specific questions, collect data from participants and conduct various
analyses to interpret information (McMillian, 2008). For the purpose of this study, the researcher
used a quantitative approach to organize the methodology.
Four research questions are examined in the current study. In order to answer the research
questions, this study employed a non-experimental design, with a quantitative approach to
explore the relationship between school perceptions, school composition and ACT achievement.
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The quantitative methodology is a useful research design because it indicates the degree of
relationship between two or more variables in this study (McMillian, 2008).
Two sampling methods were appropriate for the quantitative study: 1) stratified sampling
and 2) purposeful sampling. Stratified sampling enables the researcher to gather a more
representative sample of the population and to ensure that a sufficient number of subjects are
selected to analyze differences (McMillian, 2008). Purposive sampling enables the researcher to
identify “information rich” documents, artifacts or individuals considered to have firsthand
experience with information on the phenomenon or organization being studied (McMillian,
2008).
Population and Sample
The target population for this study consisted of 252 Tennessee public high schools that
have a reported ACT composite score. The Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) serves
934,246 students in Tennessee public schools. The student population consist primarily of white
students with an enrollment of 67%, 24.2% African American, 6.2% Hispanic, 1.9%
Asian/Pacific Islander, 0.3% Native American and 3.9% limited English proficient and 60% of
the above student population is to be considered economically disadvantaged (Tennessee
Department of Education, 2012).
A stratified sample of 120 school districts was conducted based on the ACT profile
ranking compiled by the Tennessee Education Association (TEA Research Report, 2011).
Annually, the TEA Research Report provides public school educational data on a variety of
measures on items such as: (1) county fiscal capacity indicators, (2) school system salary
rankings, (3) school system performance indicators, (4) school system demographic indicators,
and (5) population indicators. In an effort to gain a maximum separation of the ACT ranking

60

among school districts, the researcher divided rankings into three groups. The 12th highest,
middle, and lowest ranking school districts are used as a sampling strategy to identify the
population and sample for the study. As a result of the sampling method, 304 high school
counselors and teachers were selected to participate in study.
Those high school counselors and teachers designated as academic chairs of
English/language, mathematics, and science departments were identified to gather perceptual
data of their high school‟s college culture in the study. These school personnel are considered to
have first-hand knowledge and experience with the school‟s college culture. Existing literature
has discussed the invaluable role school counselors and teachers play in establishing an active
and responsive college culture in high schools (Conley, 2009; Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Lee &
Ekstrom, 1987; McClafferty et al., 2002; Roderick et al., 2008). The two sampling methods
ensured that a representative sample of Tennessee high school‟s educational and perceptual data
is gathered for the current study.
Instrumentation
For the purpose of this study, the researcher utilized the survey instrument, College
Culture and Support Structures to gather school counselors and teachers perception of their high
school‟s college culture. The instrument is an adaptation of a survey developed by the
Consortium on Chicago School Research (Roderick et al, 2008) and then repurposed in a recent
study conducted by Holland and Farmer-Hinton (Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009). The
researcher gained approval from the Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research prior to
investigation (see Appendix). The survey instrument can be accessed by visiting
http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/surveys.documentation.
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Chicago Consortium on Chicago Research (CCSR) developed a survey to gather
information on the college-going culture and post-secondary transition of high school graduates.
The survey comprised of 13 measures including items such as college climate, teacher/counselor
structured support, parent press for academic achievement, student/teacher connections and
discussion on college planning. Across CCSR analyses, their study found that students attending
schools with a strong college culture were significantly more likely to plan for college, complete
the application process and enroll in college after graduation (Roderick et al., 2008).
In 2009, researchers Holland and Farmer-Hinton collapsed the 13 constructs established
by CCSR into six measures to investigate the extent to which high school students were involved
with the college culture established in their schools (Holland & Farmer-Hinton, 2009). Their
instrument, College Support Measures included: 1) college preparation activities, 2) college talk,
3) counselor advocacy, 4) teacher advocacy, 5) student-counselor interaction, and 6) hands-on
support. Holland and Farmer-Hinton developed the six measures based on the individual survey
items established by CCSR and then how existing literature defined concepts emerging from
survey. Reliability estimates in Holland and Farmers-Hinton study yielded an internal
consistency coefficient of .90 or higher, except for the survey item student-counselor interaction,
which yielded a cronbach alpha of .79. Their findings revealed that students attending smaller
populated schools (0-600) were more likely to engage in college-preparation activities,
participated in-depth discussion with high school faculty, and received more support and
interaction from teachers and counselors in their high school. The survey instrument can be
accessed within the published manuscript as provided in the reference section (Holland &
Farmer-Hinton, 2009).
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The researcher utilized both studies to identify the five constructs relevant for this
investigation. The five measures include: 1) college-climate, 2) college talk, 3) counselor/teacher
advocacy, and 4) hands-on-support, and 5) resources). The College Climate measures are pulled
from the original survey developed by CCSR to gather participant‟s overall-perception of their
high school‟s college culture. College talk, counselor/teacher advocacy and hands-on-support are
measures intended to gather participant‟s perceptions of their involvement with high school
students postsecondary planning. These three constructs reflect Holland and Farmer-Hinton‟s
collapsed version of the original survey instrument. Counselor advocacy and teacher advocacy
measures were collapsed into one construct because the survey items were identical.
For the purpose of this investigation, the researcher modified the survey items by
adjusting the focus from student‟s perceptions to school counselors/teachers perceptions. The
focus of the school counselor/teacher advocacy survey items are slightly modified to gather
participant‟s involvement with the postsecondary planning of students expected to attend college.
This modification is important because research literature discusses the un-equal access to
college planning and support among students of low-income, minority background and students
in none-advanced curriculum tracks (Hill, 2008; Kirst, 2004; Kirst & Venezia, 2001; Venezia et
al., 2003).
The last measure resources, was developed to gather data about the school-level
resources and information provided to enhance student‟s postsecondary planning. Current
researcher mentions the importance of information and resources needed to improve student‟s
college knowledge and preparation for postsecondary attainment (Bel et al., 2008; Conley, 2005;
Corwin & Tierney, 2007; Hill, 2008; McClafferty et al., 1997).
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Other revision involved the Likert scale and demographic portion of the survey
instrument. The Likert scale is adjusted to reflect a uniform direction of responses among
participants; as well as to gather perceptions of the extent and/or frequency to which support
structures are in place. The demographic portion is included to generate more information about
the participants selected to participate in study.
The survey instrument designed to gather information about high school‟s college
readiness culture proves to be a reliable instrument as indicated by previous studies. Each
measure is capable of capturing some aspect of the school environment that helps ensure students
college aspirations and planning are not only encouraged but supported by school counselors and
teachers. The five constructs included in the instrument are described below:
College climate. Items from this measure asked school counselors/teachers to assess the
expectation and beliefs of school counselors and teachers regarding their high school‟s college
readiness culture. Participants were asked to what extent school counselors/teachers believe the
following about student‟s plans and preparation for college: (1) school counselors/teachers in my
high school expect most students to go to college, (2) school counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for college outside of class time, (3) school counselors/teachers believe
the curriculum in my high school is focused on helping students gets ready for college, and (4)
school counselors/teachers believe many of the students in our school are planning to go to
college. Participants responded to these items with the response categories of: to a slight extent,
to some extent, to a great extent and to very great extent.
College Talk. Items from this measure asked school counselors and teachers to indicate
whether or not school counselors/teachers in their high school discuss in-depth college-related
and postsecondary information with all students. Participants were asked to assess the frequency
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of college-related discussion with students regarding the following statements: (1) different
admission requirements for community college versus four-year universities, (2) different
admissions requirements among four-year colleges, (3) how to decide which college to attend,
(4) their like-li-hood of being accepted into different types of colleges/universities, (5) what
ACT/SAT scores are needed to get into college they want to attend, (6) their readiness for
college-level work, (7) opportunities to attend out-of-state schools, and (8) what kind of study
skills they will need in college or vocational/technical school. Participants responded to these
items with the response categories of very infrequently, somewhat infrequently, somewhat
frequently and very frequently.
Hands-on Support. Items in this measure asked school counselors and teachers
whether they encourage and provide support for postsecondary planning to all students.
Participants were asked to what extent school counselors and teachers actively assist student‟s
with educational planning: (1) help students select courses that meet high school‟s graduation
requirements, (2) help students select courses they will need for college admission, (3) encourage
students to take AP/honors courses (4) encourage students to continue their education after high
school, and (5) talk to students about colleges that are suited for their interest and abilities.
Participants responded to these items with the response categories of: to a slight extent, to some
extent, to a great extent, and to a very great extent.
Counselor/Teacher Advocacy. Items in this measure asked school counselors/teachers
to assess whether school counselors and teachers are perceived to help college-bound students
with their college search and application process. Participants were asked to indicate the
frequency to which school counselors and teachers help students expected to plan for college
with the following items: (1) encourage college-bound students to apply to several different
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colleges, (2) talk to students about what college is like, (3) help college-bound students fill out
applications for college or vocational/technical schools, (4) help college-bound students find
scholarships to apply for prior to college enrollment, (5) help college-bound students decide
which college to attend, and (6) help college-bound students plan for how to pay for tuition and
other expenses. Participants responded to these items with the response categories of: very
infrequently, somewhat infrequently, somewhat frequently, and very frequently.
Resources. Items in this measure were intended to gather information about the
resources and information provided to students to help prepare for postsecondary opportunities.
Participants were asked to identify available resources for college planning in their high school.
Resources included: Advanced Placement, Honors courses, International Baccalaureate, Dual
Enrollment, Early-Middle College, ACT preparation, Plan/ACT testing, College Night, Financial
Aid Night, FAFSA Advising and Support, as well as other.
Data Collection and Procedures
Data for this study was collected in two phases. First, ACT achievement and school
demographics of 65 public high schools pooled from the stratified sample were gathered from
the 2012 TDOE annual state report card (http://edu.reportcard.state.tn.us). Each year, TDOE
provides a comprehensive report of pre-K through 12th grade achievement, per pupil
expenditures, student enrollment, and demographics by district/school level. The average ACT
composite score and student body demographics (percentage of race/ethnicity, economically
disadvantaged, total students population) for each high school are recorded (TDOE, 2012a).
The second phase of the data collection process includes the recruitment of Tennessee
high school counselors and teachers. First, the researcher utilized an on-line public school
directory provided by TDOE to gather and contact high school participants for the study
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(http://www.k-12.state.tn.us/sde/). As mentioned earlier, participants involve high school
counselors and teachers designated as academic chairs of English/language arts, mathematics and
science. Pertinent information such as personnel name and contact information from the on-line
directory are organized into a spreadsheet. The researcher contacted appropriate personnel to
verify participant‟s names, school-based e-mail address, and current position to ensure a
sufficient sample of school counselors and teachers are surveyed. At least one school counselor
and teacher from academic departments in English/language arts, mathematics and science are
recruited to participate in study.
In spring 2013, a letter of transmittal explaining the nature of the study, directions and
time-frame to participate in study was e-mailed to 304 school counselors/teachers in Tennessee
public high schools (see Appendix). In an additional effort to recruit a larger sample of school
counselor and teachers, the researcher contacted individual school counselors and teachers
designated as the department chairs via e-mail and the telephone to participate in study.
Recruited population and participants were provided a little over five weeks to participate in
study. Prior to data collection, the researcher gained approval from the University of Memphis
Institutional Review Board.
Perceptual data for this study were downloaded from six slightly different versions of the
questionnaire designed and mounted online within the survey environment called Survey
Monkey. These versions of the questionnaire captured respondent-level observations from six
subsamples of schools that together comprised the total sample of 65 high schools. For each
respondent-level observation obtained from each of the six collectors, five-digit school-level
identifiers were created and assigned that denoted 1) from which collector the observation
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originated (1A, 1B, 2A, 2B, 3A, 3B) and 2) from which school targeted by the collector the
respondent-level observation was linked.
Once these school-level identifiers had been incorporated, the six data sets were
vertically aggregated or “stacked” into a single unit-level dataset and imported into SPSS
Version 20.0. For each of the 283 observations within this unit-level SPSS file, individual items
based on a four-point categorical scheme were recoded into dichotomous categories to facilitate
comparison between items and across groups of respondents by item. In addition to the item
recoding, respondent-level means based on the original score scheme were computed for each of
the four constructs the questionnaire was designed to measure, while a respondent-level sum of
school resources was computed by adding together the number of resources identified by that
respondent.
Using the school-level identifiers linked to each respondent-level observation, schoollevel scale means and sums were computed and aggregated vertically into a group-level SPSS
data file in which the number of observations used in computing the means and sums were
maintained. Concurrent with the creation of this group-level dataset was the creation of a second
group-level dataset containing Tennessee Department of Education statistics regarding each
school‟s percentage of minority students, percentage of economically-disadvantaged students,
and ACT composite achievement score. Aggregation of these two-group level datasets resulted
in a single group-level dataset consisting of 94 observations that contained the necessary
information to answer the study‟s research questions. Out of 304 contacts, 24 of the
observations were discarded because they either had just one unit-level observation or wrong
mix of unit-level observations with respect to the study‟s original sampling plan. The final
sample comprised of 258 school counselors and teachers at 65 Tennessee public high schools.
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Data Analysis
For the purpose of this study, descriptive, correlational and repeated analysis of variance
research methods were performed to answer the four research questions. Descriptive statistics
were used to describe background characteristics of participants including assigned position,
grade level counseled/taught, years of experiences, and years at current school. Descriptive
analyses were used to examine the frequency and percentage of respondents to college readiness
culture scales by all respondents, then by school counselor and teacher groups. Correlational
analysis was performed to correspond to the second and third research question in the study.
Correlational coefficients demonstrated the degree of relationship between the five (5) college
culture readiness scales and the sum of resources by all respondents, then by school counselor
and teacher groups. In addition to examining the relationship among the five scales, analysis of
variance was performed to determine whether college readiness culture scales differed in means
by groups in the second research questions as well. The strength of relationship between the five
scales and ACT composite scores by school level was examined in the third research question.
To further determine if the correlation between college readiness culture and ACT composite
scores were mediated by institution‟s percentage of minority and economically disadvantage
students, a comparative-correlational analysis was conducted to examine the last research
question.
Summary
This chapter provides a description of the research design and rational for the quantitative
approach used in this study. The chapter examined the sampling methods, data collection
procedures and data analysis used to gather and interpret the information studied. The population
for this study consisted of a representative sample of Tennessee high schools with a reported
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ACT composite score. The educational and perceptual data is compiled from the on-line
comprehensive report card and survey instrument identified for this study. The results of the
analysis are interpreted and discussed in further chapters.
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Chapter 4: Analysis of Data
As stated in chapter 1, the purpose of the study was to examine the relationship between
school composition, college readiness culture, and ACT achievement in Tennessee high schools.
This chapter is organized in terms of four specific research questions presented in Chapter 1.
First, background characteristics of the sample are reported. Second, it reports school counselors
and teachers perception of their high school‟s college readiness culture. Next, the relationship
between college readiness culture and ACT achievement is reported; as well as the relationship
between college readiness culture and percentage of minority and economically disadvantage
students. Finally, differences are examined between the college readiness culture and school
composition. Prior to the analysis of results, a brief overview of the sample and methods are
discussed.
Data Collection and Analysis
School-level demographics and educational data were collected from 65 Tennessee high
schools. The average ACT composite score, percentage of economically disadvantage and
minority students was recorded for each school. Perceptual data was collected from 258 high
school counselors and teachers to gather information about the college culture found in their
school.
Perceptual data for this study were downloaded from six “collectors,” which captured
respondent-level observations from six subsamples of schools that together comprised the total
sample of schools. For each respondent-level observation obtained from the six collectors, fivedigit school-level identifiers were created and assigned. The six data sets were vertically
aggregated into a single unit-level dataset and imported into SPSS Version 20.0. For each of the
258 observations, individual items based on a four-point categorical scheme were recoded into
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dichotomous categories to facilitate comparison between items and across groups of respondents
by item. Using the school-level identifiers linked to each respondent-level observation, schoollevel scale means and sums were computed and aggregated vertically into a group-level data file
of which the number of observations used in computing the means and sums were maintained.
Concurrent with the creation of this group-level dataset was the creation of a second group-level
dataset containing Tennessee Department of Education statistics regarding each school‟s
percentage of minority students, percentage of economically-disadvantaged students, and ACT
composite achievement score. Aggregation of these two-group level datasets resulted in a single
group-level dataset consisting of 94 observations that contained the necessary information to
answer the study‟s research questions. Background characteristics regarding assigned position,
years of experiences and number of years at current school was gathered with perceptual data as
well.
In analyzing the data collected, descriptive, correlational and repeated ANOVA research
methods were used to examine the relationship between variables. Descriptive statistics were
used to describe background characteristics of participants; correlational analyses indicated the
degree to which variables related to one another and ANOVA analyses determined if scores on
the college readiness scales differed among means.
Analysis by Research Question
Prior to the analysis by research question, Table 1 provides descriptive data of 258 school
personnel demographics, comprising of 126 school counselors (48.84%) and 132 teachers
(51.16%) in this study. The most common level of counseling provided was college or career
counseling for students of all grades (34.50% of the total sample). The sample was relatively
experienced with the most common range of experience being 5 years or more (85.27%) and less
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than 1% percent having less than a year of experience. In terms of experience as the particular
employing school, the participants tended to have been at the current school for an extended
period, with 34.50% having been there for 11 or more years and an additional 29.84% having
been there for between 6 and 10 years. The most common subject taught was English (17.83%)
followed by mathematics (14.73%) and science (13.18%).
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Table 1
Characteristics of Teachers and Counselors Responding to All Survey Items at 94 Schools
Characteristic

n

%

Participant Type
School Counselor
Teacher

126
132

48.84
51.16

Grade Level of Students Counseled
9th Grade
10th Grade
11th Grade
12th Grade
College/Career All Grades
Not Answered

13
9
12
17
89
118

5.04
3.49
4.65
6.59
34.50
45.74

Total Years of Experience
Less than 6 months
6 months to less than 1 year
1 year to less than 3 years
3 years to less than 5 years
5 years or more

1
1
12
24
220

0.39
0.39
4.65
9.30
85.27

Years at this
School
Less than one year
One year less than two years
2-5 years
6-10 years
11+ years

13
11
68
77
89

5.04
4.26
26.36
29.84
34.50

Subject Taught
English
Mathematics
Science
Not Answered

46
38
34
140

17.83
14.73
13.18
54.26
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Research Question 1: What perception do school counselors/teachers have of their high
schools’ college readiness culture in terms of their assessment of college climate, college talk,
hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?
Five constructs were assessed within each research question: (a) college-climate, (b)
college talk, (c) counselor/teacher advocacy, (d) hands-on-support, and (e) resources. The
researcher collapsed the rating scales from a 4-point rating into a 2-point category to simplify
discussion and facilitate comparisons of results both across and between subgroups. Descriptions
of the responses to the items covering these five measures are provided in this section by 1) all
participants and 2) subgroups. Each table provides the frequency and percentage of participants
to respond to the five constructs.
College Climate. Items from this measure were intended to measure school counselors
and teachers beliefs about students preparation/plans for postsecondary education. As indicated
in Table 2, participants were most positive about college climate items pertaining to students‟
academic preparation for postsecondary education (78.29%) and students effort to plan for
college (71.32%). Participants were least likely to believe items about college aspirations among
students (68.22%) and help provided outside of class with college planning (66.67). Based on the
data, school counselors and teachers have a fairly-positive perception of the college climate in
their high school. These results suggest that academic preparation provided is perceived to be the
most important component in the college climate measure among those surveyed.
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Table 2
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to College Climate Items (N = 258)

Slight/Some
Extent

College Climate Item

School counselors/teachers in my high
school expect most students to go to
college.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for college
outside of class time.
School counselors/teachers believe the
curriculum in our high school is focused on
helping students get ready for college.
School counselors/teachers believe many
of the students in our school are planning
to go to college.

Great/Very Great
Extent

n

%

n

%

82

31.78

176

68.22

86

33.33

172

66.67

56

21.71

202

78.29

74

28.68

184

71.32

College Climate by Subgroups. Table 3 shows a comparison of the response to the four
items as a function of group, where similar items on the college climate measure received
favorable responses among school counselors and teachers. With respect to the four items, both
groups were very positive about the extent to which “School counselors/teachers believe the
curriculum in our high school is focused on helping students get ready for college” among both
groups (including 84.13% of school counselors and 72.73% of teachers). The second item to
receive high responses in both groups was “School counselors/teachers believe many of the
students in our school are planning to go to college,” which garnered agreement from 77.78% of
school counselors and 65.15% of teachers.
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Table 3 also reflects differences in school counselors and teachers perception of their
high school‟s college climate, where a 12 to 15 point difference is reported on the four college
items between subgroups. On average, 64% of teachers were least likely to respond to items on
this measure with great or very great extent compared to school counselor‟s response of 75 to
84%. The largest difference observed between groups was for college climate statement
concerning college planning provided to student outside of class time. Seventy-six percent of
school counselors compared to 57.58% of teachers believed this statement about school
counselors and teachers in their high school. These results suggest that school counselors tend to
believe school counselor and teachers in their high school have high expectations for student‟s
aspirations to plan for and enroll in college; assist students with college planning and are much
more positive about the efficacy of the curriculum than teachers. The perceptual data shows a
gap among school counselors and teacher‟s belief about students academic preparation, college
planning, and support received at the school level.
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Table 3
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to College Climate Items by School Counselor and
Teacher Groups
Slight/Some
Extent
n
%

College Climate Item

Great/Very Great
Extent
n
%

School Counselors
School counselors/teachers in my high
school expect most students to go to
college.

31

24.60

95

75.40

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for college
outside of class time.

30

23.81

96

76.19

School counselors/teachers believe the
curriculum in our high school is focused
on helping students get ready for college.

20

15.87

106

84.13

School counselors/teachers believe many
of the students in our school are planning
to go to college.

28

22.22

98

77.78

51

38.64

81

61.36

56

42.42

76

57.58

School counselors/teachers believe the
curriculum in our high school is focused
on helping students get ready for college.

36

27.27

96

72.73

School counselors/teachers believe many
of the students in our school are planning
to go to college.

46

34.85

86

65.15

Teachers
School counselors/teachers in my high
school expect most students to go to
college.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for college
outside of class time.
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College Talk. Items in this measure asked participants to indicate how frequently indepth discussions are held with students regarding college-related information. As indicated in
Table 4, items about in-depth discussion of student‟s ACT/SAT scores (93.80%) and readiness
for college-level work (86.43%) are reported to occur most frequently in their high school.
Remaining items on Table 4, are reported to occur very frequently (83% or higher) between
students and school counselors/teachers in the high school surveyed, except for the college talk
item pertaining to in-depth discussion about college aspirations for out-of state schools (73.64%).
These finding reveal that school counselors/teachers engage in very frequent discussion with
their students concerning college readiness, planning and enrollment.
College Talk by Subgroups. Table 5 indicates the frequency and percentage of in-depth
discussion reported to the same items but separately for each group. The descriptive data shows
that school counselors reported in higher percentages (90% and above) that in-depth college
related discussion are frequently held with students in their high school than teachers. The item
with the largest difference in frequency of discussion among subgroups was for the college talk
statement “School counselors/teachers in my high school discuss different admission
requirements for community college versus four-year universities with students,” which indicates
91.27% of school counselors compared to only 71.97% of teachers perceive this to happen.
College talk statement, “School counselors/teachers in my school discuss with students how to
decide which college to attend” reveals a substantial difference in the frequency of discussion
between =subgroups. Ninety-four (94.44%) of school counselors hold a more positive perception
about discussion held to assist students with making decisions about prospective college
compared to
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77.27% of teachers in their high school. The only statement for which teachers responded to
college talk items somewhat more favorably than school counselors was for the statement
“School counselors/teachers in my school discuss with students the opportunities to attend outof-state schools” of which 75.00% of teachers agreed compared to 72.22% of school counselors.
These finding suggest that school counselors often believe their school counselors and teachers
frequently help student‟s navigate the college planning process through thorough discussion.
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Table 4
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to College Talk Items (N = 258)

College Talk Item

Very/Somewhat
Infrequently
n
%

Very/Somewhat
Frequently
n
%

School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss different admission
requirements for community college
versus four-year universities with students.

48

18.60

210

81.40

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss different admissions requirements
among four-year colleges with students.

38

14.73

220

85.27

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students how to decide which
college to attend.

37

14.34

221

85.66

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the likelihood of
being accepted into different types of
colleges/universities.

46

17.83

212

82.17

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students what ACT/SAT
scores are needed to get into the college
they want to attend.

16

6.20

242

93.80

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students their readiness for
college-level work.

35

13.57

223

86.43

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the opportunities to
attend out-of-state schools.

68

26.36

190

73.64

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the kind of study
skills they will need in college or
vocational/technical school.

42

16.28

216

83.72
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Table 5
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to College Talk Items by School Counselor and
Teacher Groups
Very/Somewhat
Infrequently
n
%

College Talk Item

Very/Somewhat
Frequently
n
%

School Counselors
School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss different admission
requirements for community college
versus four-year universities with students.

11

8.73

115

91.27

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss different admissions requirements
among four-year colleges with students.

9

7.14

117

92.86

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students how to decide which
college to attend.

7

5.56

119

94.44

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the likelihood of
being accepted into different types of
colleges/universities.

16

12.70

110

87.30

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students what ACT/SAT
scores are needed to get into the college
they want to attend.

3

2.38

123

97.62

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students their readiness for
college-level work.

11

8.73

115

91.27

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the opportunities to
attend out-of-state schools.

35

27.78

91

72.22

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the kind of study
skills they will need in college or
vocational/technical school.

15

11.90

111

88.10

(Table 5 Continues)
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(Table 5 Continued)
Very/Somewhat
Infrequently
n
%

College Talk Item

Very/Somewhat
Frequently
n
%

Teachers
School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss different admission
requirements for community college
versus four-year universities with students.

37

28.03

95

71.97

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss different admissions requirements
among four-year colleges with students.

29

21.97

103

78.03

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students how to decide which
college to attend.

30

22.73

102

77.27

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the likelihood of
being accepted into different types of
colleges/universities.

30

22.73

102

77.27

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students what ACT/SAT
scores are needed to get into the college
they want to attend.

13

9.85

119

90.15

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students their readiness for
college-level work.

24

18.18

108

81.82

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the opportunities to
attend out-of-state schools.

33

25.00

99

75.00

School counselors/teachers in my school
discuss with students the kind of study
skills they will need in college or
vocational/technical school.

27

20.45

105

79.55
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Hands-on Support. The hands-on support measure was intended to measure the extent
to which school counselors/teachers actively support and encourage all students with educational
aspirations and postsecondary planning. The percentages in Table 6 indicate school counselors
and teachers are most likely to help students identify courses needed for college admission
(96.51%) and encourage students to enroll in higher-level courses, (90.70%) and select courses
for graduation requirements (83.72%). There were lower but still substantial levels of support
reported in remaining items in Table 6. These results show that school counselors and teachers
provide support and encourage student‟s educational planning to a very great extent in their high
school.
Hands-on Support by Subgroups. Table 7 indicates the extent to which school
counselors and teachers compare on the five items. There were substantial differences between
the two groups on several items one of which the largest difference was reported for the
statement “school counselors/teachers in my high school encourage students to take AP/honors
courses.” Only 70.45% of teachers responded to this item with somewhat/to a very great extent
when compared to school counselors (93.65%). There was also substantial difference reported
for the extent to which “school counselors/teachers talk to students about colleges that are suited
for their interest and abilities.” Ninety-two percent (92.06%) of the school counselors compared
to only 71.97% of teachers indicated this item was carried out to a very great extent. The
descriptive data in Table 7 also shows that teacher‟s response to hands-on support items (as a
group), varied more within the measure than school counselors as a group. It appears that schools
counselors tend to have a more positive perception of the active support school
counselors/teachers provide for students. Teachers may have a more critical assessment of school
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counselors and teachers effort to encourage higher-level courses and college selectivity among
students in their high school.

Table 6
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to Hands-On Support Items (N = 258)

Hands-On Support Item

Slight/Some
Extent
n
%

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses that
meet state graduation requirements.

42

16.28

216

83.72

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses they
will need for college admission.

9

3.49

249

96.51

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to take
AP/honors courses.

24

9.30

234

90.70

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to continue
their education after high school.

47

18.22

211

81.78

School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to students about colleges that
are suited for their interest and abilities.

47

18.22

211

81.78
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Great/Very Great
Extent
n
%

Table 7
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to Hands-On Support Items by School Counselor and
Teacher Groups
Slight/Some
Extent
n
%

Hands-On Support Item

Great/Very Great
Extent
n
%

School Counselors
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses that
meet state graduation requirements.

0

0.00

126

100.00

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses they
will need for college admission.

1

0.79

125

99.21

8

6.35

118

93.65

1

0.79

125

99.21

10

7.94

116

92.06

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses that
meet state graduation requirements.

9

6.82

123

93.18

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses they
will need for college admission.

23

17.42

109

82.58

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to take
AP/honors courses.

39

29.55

93

70.45

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to continue
their education after high school.

10

7.58

122

92.42

School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to students about colleges that
are suited for their interest and abilities.

37

28.03

95

71.97

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to take
AP/honors courses.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to continue
their education after high school.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to students about colleges that
are suited for their interest and abilities.
Teachers
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Counselor/Teacher Advocacy. Items in this section asked participants to assess how
much school counselors/teaches are perceived to help college-bound students with the college
search and application process. Table 8 indicates four out of the six items relating to college
selectivity, discussion of the collegiate experience, scholarship search and application process for
college and vocational/technical schools were rated (somewhat/very frequently) 88% and higher
on this measure. The item with the highest percentage was for the item encouraging collegebound students to seek attendance with multiple colleges (96.5%). The lowest, but still
substantial percentage reported on the counselor/teacher advocacy measure involved school
counselors/teachers help with college-bound student‟s financial planning for college tuition and
expenses (81.40%). These results suggest that students who are expected to go to college are
provided with frequent support in several aspects of college related task.
Counselor/Teacher Advocacy by Subgroups. Descriptive data in Table 9 shows
comparison between subgroup on the counselor/teacher advocacy measure. School counselors
and teachers disagreed in respect to the frequency of support provided to college-bound students
with items involving the application process, discussing the collegiate experience and
scholarship search. The largest difference found among subgroups was for the frequency of
support provided “to help college-bound students find scholarships to apply for prior to college
enrollment. Teachers were less likely (84.85%) to report this practice when compared to school
counselors (97.62%). The second largest difference was found with the counselor/teacher
advocacy statement “school counselor/teachers help students plan for how to pay for tuition and
other expenses.” Eighty-six percent of school counselors perceive that college-bound students
more frequently receive help with this item compared to 76.52% of teachers on this measure.
Aside from the variation between groups, school counselors and teachers appear to provide a
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great deal of support to student‟s expected to enroll in college. It appears that both school
counselors and teachers may not be as actively involved with helping students select which
college to attend or assisting students with securing a plan to pay for college.
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Table 8
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to Counselor/Teacher Advocacy Items (N = 258)

Counselor/Teacher Advocacy Item

Very/Somewhat
Infrequently
N
%

Very/Somewhat
Frequently
n
%

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage college-bound students
to apply to several different colleges.

9

3.49

249

96.51

School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to college bound students
about what college is like.

21

8.14

237

91.86

31

12.02

227

87.98

23

8.91

235

91.09

45

17.44

213

82.56

48

18.60

210

81.40

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help college-bound students fill out
applications for college or
vocational/technical schools.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help college-bound students find
scholarships to apply for prior college
enrollment.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students decide which college
to attend.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for how to pay
for tuition and other expenses.
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Table 9
Frequencies and Percentages of Responses to Counselor/Teacher Advocacy Items by School
Counselor and Teacher Groups
Very/Somewhat
Infrequently
n
%

Counselor/Teacher Advocacy Item

Very/Somewhat
Frequently
n
%

School Counselors
School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage college-bound students
to apply to several different colleges.

2

1.59

124

98.41

School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to college bound students
about what college is like.

4

3.17

122

96.83

12

9.52

114

90.48

3

2.38

123

97.62

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students decide which college
to attend.

18

14.29

108

85.71

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for how to pay
for tuition and other expenses.

17

13.49

109

86.51

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help college-bound students fill out
applications for college or
vocational/technical schools.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help college-bound students find
scholarships to apply for prior college
enrollment.

(Table 9 Continues)
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Very/Somewhat
Infrequently
n
%

Very/Somewhat
Frequently
n
%

School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage college-bound students
to apply to several different colleges.

7

5.30

125

94.70

School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to college bound students
about what college is like.

17

12.88

115

87.12

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help college-bound students fill out
applications for college or
vocational/technical schools.

19

14.39

113

85.61

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help college-bound students find
scholarships to apply for prior college
enrollment.

20

15.15

112

84.85

27

20.45

105

79.55

31

23.48

101

76.52

Counselor/Teacher Advocacy Item

Teachers

School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students decide which college
to attend.
School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for how to pay
for tuition and other expenses.
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Resources. Items in this section were intended to gather information about the resources
and information provided to students to prepare for postsecondary opportunity. Levels of
agreement to the items related to school resources are shown in Table 10. For the items in this
section of the survey, participants were asked to check those resources that existed at their
school. The most frequently endorsed resources were ACT testing (98.1%), ACT preparation
(96.0%), honors programs/AP courses (95.3%), college night/visits (92.6%), and dual
enrollments (91.9%). There were relatively low levels of endorsement for early/middle college
programs (19.4%) and international baccalaureate programs (10.1%).
The endorsements of the school resources are shown in Table 11 as a function of group
(teachers versus school counselors). The largest differences were for the endorsement of FAFSA
advising and support, with 95.2% of school counselors endorsing this resource compared to only
73.5% of teachers, and financial aid night, with 98.4% of school counselors endorsing this
resource compared to only 78.8% of teachers. Compared to teachers, school counselors more
readily identified resources at the school level geared to support the postsecondary planning of
high students. Similarly to the results reported above, there were school counselors and teachers
endorsement for early/middle college programs (20.6% and 18.2%) and international
baccalaureate programs was reported less frequently (10.3% and 9.8%). These findings suggest
that high schools provide students with the academic preparation, test preparation, financial
planning, information and resources required to help prepare students for college.
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Table 10
Frequencies and Percentages of the Presence/Absence of School Resources Supporting Student
Interest and Enrollment in College: All Respondents
Resource

Unchecked
n
%

Advanced Placement Program/Courses

37

14.3

221

85.7

Honors Program/Courses

12

4.7

246

95.3

International Baccalaureate Program

232

89.9

26

10.1

Dual Enrollment

21

8.1

237

91.9

Early/Middle College

208

80.6

50

19.4

ACT preparation

8

3.1

250

96.9

PLAN Testing

29

11.2

229

88.8

ACT Testing

5

1.9

253

98.1

College Night/Visits

19

7.4

239

92.6

Financial Aid Night

30

11.6

228

88.4

FAFSA Advising & Support

41

15.9

217

84.1

Other

216

85.4

42

16.3
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Checked
n
%

Table 11
Frequencies and Percentages of the Presence/Absence of School Resources Supporting Student
Interest and Enrollment in College by Respondent Group

Unchecked
n
%

Resource

Checked
n
%

School Counselors
Advanced Placement Program/Courses

15

11.9

111

88.1

Honors Program/Courses

5

4.0

121

96.0

113

89.7

13

10.3

1

0.8

125

99.2

100

79.4

26

20.6

ACT preparation

4

3.2

122

96.8

PLAN Testing

6

4.8

120

95.2

ACT Testing

2

1.6

124

98.4

College Night/Visits

2

1.6

124

98.4

Financial Aid Night

2

1.6

124

98.4

FAFSA Advising & Support

6

4.8

120

95.2

Other
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78.6

27

21.4

International Baccalaureate Program
Dual Enrollment
Early/Middle College

(Table 11 Continues)
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Unchecked
n
%

Resource

Checked
n
%

Teachers
Advanced Placement Program/Courses

22

16.7

110

83.3

Honors Program/Courses

7

5.3

125

94.7

International Baccalaureate Program

119

90.2

13

9.8

Dual Enrollment

20

15.2

112

84.8

Early/Middle College

108

81.8

24

18.2

ACT preparation

4

3.0

128

97.0

PLAN Testing

23

17.4

109

82.6

ACT Testing

3

2.3

129

97.7

College Night/Visits

17

12.9

115

87.1

Financial Aid Night

28

21.2

104

78.8

FAFSA Advising & Support

35

26.5

97

73.5

Other

117

88.6

15

11.3

Five College Readiness Culture Scales and Resources. Further analysis was
performed to examine the correlations between the college readiness culture scales means and
the sum of resources to determine reliabilities and strength of relationship between scales. Table
12 details the correlations across all respondents and by school counselor and teacher groups.
Respondent‟s scores on college culture readiness items were computed as the mean item score
for each individual scale. The sum of resources score was computed as the sum of the endorsed
resources for each participant. As seen in Table 12, reliability estimates on survey items for each
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college culture readiness measure yielded an internal consistency (cronbach‟s alpha) coefficient
of .74 to 94, indicating adequate reliability for items measured.
Correlations between Culture Scales and Sum of Resources. For the combined
sample, there were positive and statistically significant correlations between all five measures as
seen in Table 12. For example, higher scores on the college climate scale were positively
correlated with scores on the college talk, (r = .438, p < .01) hands-on support, (r = .501, p< .01)
counselor/teacher advocacy, (r = .311, p <.01) and resources (r = .277, p < .01). The strength of
each correlation among scales indicates that higher scoring on one scale tended to reveal high or
higher scores on other scales. The strongest correlations tended to cluster around college talk,
hands-on support and advocacy measure. For example, as scores on the hands-on support scale
increased, scores on counselor/teacher advocacy scale increased as well, (r = .681, p < .01)
followed by college talk and advocacy, (r = .637, p < .01) then college talk and hands-on support
(r = .635, p < .01). The less significant correlation observed tended to revolve around the college
climate scale, specifically the relationship between college climate and resources (r = .277, p <
.01).
Correlations between Culture Scales & Sum of Resources by Groups. Similarly,
Table 12 indicates that all of the correlations were statistically significant in both groups with
two exceptions among school counselors. As reported, scores on the counselor/teacher advocacy
scale was not significantly correlated with the college climate scale nor did the scores on the
advocacy scale significantly correlate with the resource scale for the school counselor group. As
seen in Table 12, it indicates that a relationship does not exist between the scores on the college
climate and advocacy scale or between the advocacy and resource scale. However, for teachers, a
significant positive relationship exists between scores on the college climate scale and hands-on
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support, (r = .603, p < .01) as well as the scores on the counselor/teacher advocacy scale and
resources (r = .357, p < .01). Where a relationship did not exist at all among school counselors, it
shows a strong relationship among teachers. The least significant relationship was between
college climate and resources (r = .246, p < .01) among teachers. The least significant
relationship observed among school counselors was between scores on the college talk scale and
scores on the resource scale, ( r = .188, p < .01) and between scores on the hands-on support
scale and scores on the resource scale ( r = .211, p < .01).
Differences were observed with correlations between five college readiness scales among
groups. As shown in Table 12, the correlations between five scales tend to be significantly higher
than the correlations reported for school counselors. For example, there was a stronger
relationship between college climate and college talk (r = .459, p < .01) among teachers
compared to the relationship between college climate and college talk (r = .357, p < .01) with
school counselors. The same is evident for the greatest correlations clustered among college talk,
hands-on support and advocacy scales as reported above as a combined group. When comparing
the strength of relationship between the three scales, scores between hands-on support and
advocacy (r = .748, p < .01) produced the strongest relationship among teachers, whereas, the
relationship between the scores on college talk and hands-on support (r = .489, p < .01) produced
the strongest relationship among school counselors.
For the complete sample, there were positive correlations between each of the four
composite scores (college climate, college talk, hands-on support, and advocacy) and the
resources score. The same was true for teachers (i.e., resources scores were positively correlated
with scores on the college climate, college talk, hands-on support, and advocacy scales), but for
school counselors one of the correlations was not statistically significant. Specifically, scores on
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the resources scale were not significantly correlated with scores on the advocacy scale for school
counselors. With that exception noted; the general trend was that higher scores on the resources
scale were positively correlated with the other four culture scales.
Overall, although still adequate reliability among school counselors, teachers appear to
respond to items on college readiness scale in a more internally consisted way than school
counselors. In general, the trend of positive and statistically significant correlations indicated that
participants with high scores on one scale tended to have high scores on the other scales with the
two exceptions for school counselors involving the advocacy scale noted above.
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Table 12
Correlations between the Five College Readiness Culture Scale Means and the Sum of Resources across
All Respondents and by School Counselor and Teacher Groups

Scale

1

2

3

4

5

.501**
.635**
0.86

.311**
.637**
.681**
0.88

.277**
.281**
.426**
.293**
NA

.223*
.489**
0.74

0.01
.478**
.466**
0.80

.241**
.188*
.211*
-0.03
NA

.603**
.685**
0.87

.439**
.710**
.748**
0.91

.246**
.252**
.393**
.357**
NA

All Respondents
1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resources

0.84

.438**
0.93

School Counselors
1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resources

0.79

.357**
0.93

Teachers
1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resources

0.86

.459**
0.94

** p< .01.* p < .05.
Note. Scale reliabilities are provided on the diagonal of the matrices and
are boldfaced.
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In addition to examining the relationships among the scales, it was of interest to
determine if scores on the scales differed in means. Table 13 shows the results from repeated
measures analyses of variance for the college readiness culture scales across all respondents and
by school counselor and teacher groups. Only college climate, college talk, hands-on support,
and advocacy scores were used in these comparisons because the resources scores were not
computed in the same way and were not comparable to the other scales.
The top portion of Table 13 shows these results for all respondents. The overall ANOVA
was statistically significant, F (3, 255) = 70.50, p < .001. Follow up tests indicated that scores
on all four scales were significantly different from scores on the other three scales (all ps < .05).
College climate scores were lowest (M = 2.99, p = .67) followed by college talk (M = 3.26, SD
= .63) and advocacy scores (M = 3.39, SD = .55), with hands-on support scales being highest (M
= 3.52, SD = .55).
A similar analysis was performed for the school counselor group. The result from the
ANOVA was statistically significant, F (3, 123) = 54.73, p < .001. Follow up tests showed the
same general trend as was observed for the complete sample with college climate scores being
lowest (M = 3.10, SD = .59) followed by college talk scores (M = 3.40, SD = .57) and advocacy
scores (M = 3.50, SD = .44), with highest scores for the hands-on support scale (M = 3.72, SD =
.35). Most of the follow up tests were statistically significant although two were not which is
likely due to the smaller sample size for this analysis when compared to the analysis for the
complete sample.
The ANOVA for the teacher group was also statistically significant, F (3, 129) = 24.65, p
< .001. Again, the general trend was found of scores increasing from the college climate scale
(M = 2.88, SD = .73) to the college talk scale (M = 3.12, SD = .65) to the advocacy scale (M =
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3.28, SD = .62) to the hands-on support scale (M = 3.32, SD = .63). Most of the follow up tests
were statistically significant although the means on the hands-on support scale and the advocacy
scale were highly similar and not statistically different.
In addition, an independent samples t test was computed to compare the resources scores
for school counselors and teachers, and this test was statistically significant, t(211) = 5.43, p <
.001. This indicated that resources scores for school counselors were higher (M = 8.97, SD =
.94) than they were for teachers (M = 8.08, SD = 1.63).
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Table 13
Repeated Measures Analysis of Variance Comparisons of College Readiness Culture Scales across All
Respondents and by School Counselor and Teacher Groups

Scale Mean

M

SD

Comparisons

All Respondents N = 258
(F (3, 255) = 70.50, p < .001, p2 = .453)
1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resourcesnb

2.99
3.26
3.52
3.39
8.51

0.67
0.63
0.55
0.55
1.41

< 2, 3, 4
> 1; < 3, 4
> 1, 2, 4
> 1, 2; < 3

School Counselor Respondents n = 126
(F (3, 123) = 54.73, p < .001, p2 = .572)
1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resourcesnb

3.10
3.40
3.72
3.50

0.59
0.57
0.35
0.44

8.97

0.94

< 2, 3, 4
> 1; < 3
> 1, 2, 4
>1;<3

Teacher Respondents n = 132
(F (3, 129) = 24.65, p < .001, p2 = .374)
1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resourcesnb

2.88
3.12
3.32
3.28

0.73
0.65
0.63
0.62

8.08

1.63

< 2, 3, 4
< 3, 4
> 1, 2
> 1, 2

Note. Means were also computed for the sum of checked resources
across all respondents and by respondent group. Independent t-test
results of comparing means by these group were highly significant
(t (211) = 5.43, p <. 001, g = .66).
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Research Question 2: What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers
perception of their high schools college readiness culture and ACT achievement in terms of their
assessment of college-climate, college talk, hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and
resources?
Correlations between Five College Readiness Culture Scales and ACT Composite Score
Further analyses were conducted to determine the relationship between the five
college readiness measures and the dependent variable, ACT composite score.
However, of primary interest in this table are the cross-correlations between the five culture
scales and Spring 2012 ACT composite scores at the school level.
As seen in Table 14, a significant positive correlation exists between three out of the five
college readiness scales. Scores on the college climate scale, hands-on support and resource scale
was significantly correlated to ACT composite scores at the school level. Of the three scales, the
correlation between college climate and ACT scores was the strongest, (r = .56, p < .01)
followed by hands-on support, (r = .26, p < 05) and resources (r = .31, p < .05). Scores on the
hands-on support and advocacy scale were not significantly correlated with the ACT composite
scores (r = .02, p < .01; r = -.24, p < .01). These findings reveal that three of the five college
readiness scales are positively correlated with ACT composite scores.
Research Question 3: What is the relationship between school counselors’/teachers’
perception of their high schools’ college readiness culture and the percentage of minority and
economically disadvantaged students in terms of college climate, college talk, hands-on-support,
and counselor/teacher advocacy?
As seen in Table 14, school-level correlations between the five college readiness culture
measures and three dependent variables will be referred to in this section. Scores on the college
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climate scale were not significantly correlated with the percentage of minority students but were
negatively correlated with the percentage of disadvantaged students (r = -.45, p < .01).
Scores on the college talk scale were not significantly correlated with the percentage of minority
students nor the percentage of disadvantaged students. Hands-on support scale were not
significantly correlated with the percentage of minority students but were negatively correlated
with the percentage of disadvantaged students (r = -.25, p < .05). Scores on the advocacy scale
were not significantly correlated with the percentage of minority students or ACT composite
scores but were positively correlated with the percentage of disadvantaged students (r = .33, p <
.01). Finally, scores on the resources scale were not significantly correlated with the percentage
of minority students but were negatively correlated with the percentage of disadvantaged
students (r = -.39, p < .01) and positively correlated with ACT composite scores (r = .31, p <
.05). The percentage of minority students was positively correlated with the percentage of
disadvantaged students (r = .73, p < .01) and negatively correlated with ACT composite scores,
(r = -.69, p < .01) while the percentage of disadvantaged students was negatively correlated with
ACT composite scores (r = -.87, p < .01). Thus the general trend from these correlations was
that the five culture scales were not correlated with the percentage of minority students, to be
correlated (negatively or positively in the case of advocacy scores) with the percentage of
disadvantaged students, and positively correlated with ACT composite scores.
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Table 14
School-Level Correlations between the Five College Readiness Culture Scale Means, the Sum of
Resources, the Percentage of Minority Students, the Percentage of Economically Disadvantaged Students,
and Spring 2012 ACT Composite Scores (N = 65)

Variable

1. College Climate
2. College Talk

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

.47**

.53**

.18

.33**

-.07

-.45**

.56**

.61**

.67**

.31**

.24

.09

.02

.56*

.38**

-.13

-.25*

.26*

.16

.23

.33**

-.24

-.23

-.39**

.31*

.73**

-.69**

3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resources
6. % Minority

-.87**

7. % E. Disadvantaged
8. ACT Composite Score
** p < .01. *p < .05.
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Research Question 4: Is the relationship between ACT achievement and school
counselors’/teachers’ perception of their high schools’ college readiness culture different by the
percentage of minority and economically disadvantaged students in high schools?
Table 15 shows the comparison of the correlations between the college readiness culture
scales and Spring 2012 ACT composite scores by school-level percentages of minority students
and economically disadvantaged students. To determine whether the relationships between the
five measures of a school‟s college readiness culture and its overall ACT composite scores were
mediated by an institution‟s percentage of minority and economically disadvantaged students,
the school-level distributions of these two characteristics were observed and split into roughly
two equally-sized groups with respect to the most appropriate measure of central tendency. With
respect to the percentage of minority students at the school, that index was the median (Mdn =
27.2%); with respect to the percentage of economically disadvantaged students at the school, that
index was the mean (M = 55.1%).
As shown in the top portion of Table 15, the reduction in sample size rendered most of
the ten subgroup correlations statistically non-significant. For schools with a low percentage of
minority students the correlation between college climate scores and ACT composite scores was
statistically significant .78 (p < .01), while for schools with a high percentage of minority
students the correlation was only .32 (p < .01) and not statistically significant. Thus, in schools
with a low percentage of minority students, when college climate scores were high then ACT
composite scores also tended to be high, but the same was not true for schools with a high
percentage of minority students.
The bottom portion of Table 15 shows similar comparisons based on the percentage of
economically disadvantaged students. Again, the strongest correlation was between college
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climate scores, ACT and percentage of economically disadvantage students, indicating a
statistically significant relationship. For schools with a low percentage of economically
disadvantaged students, the correlation between college climate scores and ACT composite
scores was .74 (p < .01), while the same correlation at schools with a high percentage of
economically disadvantaged students was only .16 (and not statistically significant). So as the
percentage of economically disadvantage students decreases, the college climate scores and ACT
composite scores at the school level increase. As the percentage of economically disadvantage
student‟s increase, no relationship exists between college climate scores and ACT composite
scores.
A significant positive relationship exists among hands-on support and ACT scores when
the percentage of economically disadvantage students was high. Yet, there was no relationship
between hands-on support and ACT when there were a lower percentage of economically
disadvantage students. The results indicate that the only relationship between college climate
scores and ACT composite were mediated by the school-level percentage of minority students (Z
= 2.77, p < .05) and the school-level percentage of economically disadvantaged students (Z =
3.03, p < .001), when comparison of the magnitude of pairs by institutional characteristics were
examined. No others differences signifying mediation by institutional characteristics were
observed.
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Table 15
Comparison of the Correlations between the Five College Readiness Culture Scale Means, the Sum of
Resources, and Spring 2012 ACT Composite Scores by School-Level Percentages of Minority Students
and Economically Disadvantaged Students (N = 65)

r
(Total)

Scale

r1
Low %

r2
High %

Z

p

% Minority (Mdn Split = 27.2%)
Overall Correlation with ACT Composite r = -0.69, p < .001

1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resources

0.56**
0.02
0.26*
-0.24
0.31*

0.78**
0.26
0.24
-0.26
0.34

0.32
0.07
0.19
-0.07
0.14

2.77**
0.72
0.19
-0.74
0.82

0.01
0.48
0.85
0.46
0.41

% Economically Disadvantaged (M Split = 55.1%)
Overall Correlation with ACT Composite r = 0.87, p < .001

1. College Climate
2. College Talk
3. Hands-On Support
4. Advocacy
5. Resources

0.56**
0.02
0.26*
-0.24
0.31*

.74**
0.27
0.28
-0.01
0.04

0.16
-0.07
.38*
0.07
0.10

3.03**
1.33
-0.46
-0.31
-0.24

0.00
0.18
0.65
0.76
0.81

** p< .01.* p < .05.
Note. Sizes of two groups split at the median were 33 and 32, respectively.
Sizes of the two groups split at the mean were 31 and 34, respectively.
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Summary
The results of the data analysis regarding the extent of relationship between college
readiness culture, ACT achievement and school composition were reported in this chapter.
Procedures employed in the data analysis included frequencies and percentages, correlations and
tests for differences between mean groups. Immediately following this chapter, a review of
findings will be discussed in the context of past research and recommendations are offered for
educational practice and future research.
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Chapter 5
Summary, Conclusion, Implications And Recommendations
The final chapter briefly reviews the problem statement and research design used for this
study. The researcher discusses the summary of findings and provides interpretations of these
findings based on the analysis performed. Conclusions are drawn in the context of existing
research and recommendations for other possible research areas and practice are discussed.
Closing the college readiness gap among high school students is the cornerstone of
national reform. Research and national statistics shows that some students are more likely to
prepare for, enroll in, and successfully complete college than others (Weinstein & Savitz-Romer,
2009; NCES, 2011). This persistent reality is more common for minority and low-income
students, who are derailed by the lack of academic preparation, college knowledge, resources and
shared advising in their high schools (ACT, 2009; Spence, 2009; Venezia et al., 2006). Literature
on college readiness and attainment emphasize that the significant disparities found among high
school graduates are set in motion by a continuous and interactive function of the college culture
established at the high school (McDonough, 2005).
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between school composition,
college culture and ACT achievement in Tennessee high schools. In order to investigate these
relationships, descriptive, correlational and analysis of variance (ANOVA) analyses were
performed using educational data collected on 65 high schools and survey data from 258
Tennessee school counselors and teachers.
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Research Questions
The following four research questions were investigated in this study:
1. What perception do school counselors/teachers have of their high schools‟ college
readiness culture in terms of their assessment of college climate, college talk, hands-on-support,
counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?
2. What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers perception of their high
schools college readiness culture and ACT achievement in terms of their assessment of collegeclimate, college talk, hands-on-support, counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?
3. What is the relationship between school counselors/teachers perception of their high
schools college readiness culture and the percentage of minority and economically
disadvantaged students in terms of college climate, college talk, hands-on-support,
counselor/teacher advocacy and resources?
4. Is the relationship between ACT achievement and school counselors/teachers
perception of their high schools college readiness culture different by the percentage of minority
and economically disadvantaged students in high schools?
Review of Methodology
In order to examine the relationship between ACT achievement, school composition and
school counselors/teacher perception of the college readiness culture of high school‟s in
Tennessee, a quantitative research design was determined for this study. Quantitative research
methods emphasize that an “objective reality” can be gathered and statistically analyzed
numerically (Glatthorn & Joyner, 2005). The three methods of research assumed in this study
included descriptive, correlational and analysis of variance.
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In this study, descriptive and correlational statistics were used to describe the background
characteristics of the population under study and between variables. Correlational analysis was
performed to examine the relationship between ACT achievement, school composition and
school counselors/teacher perception of the college readiness culture of high school‟s in
Tennessee. Analysis of variance measured differences in the College Readiness Culture
constructs surveyed by participants.
Data Analysis
The quantitative study relied on secondary existing education data and survey data of
school counselors and teachers in Tennessee high schools. ACT achievement and school
demographics were gathered from the 2012 Tennessee state report card. High school counselors
and teachers perception of their high school‟s college readiness culture was elicited through an
on-line questionnaire. The population consisted of stratified sample of 120 Tennessee school
districts. The 36 school districts pooled from the stratified sample identified 65 highs schools
with a reported ACT composite score. The researcher gathered perceptual data from 258 out of
294 possible high school counselors and teachers. Data collected for this study was organized to
perform the statistical analyses to answer the research questions posed for this study.
Summary of Findings
A summary of findings is presented below. The four research questions and their results
are addressed.
The first research question examined school counselors/teachers perceptions of their high
schools‟ college readiness culture in terms of their assessment of five measures used in this
study. Findings reveal that school counselors and teachers in the high schools surveyed endorsed
their high schools‟ college readiness culture. Survey items most often agreed upon among
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school counselors/teachers included beliefs/task such as: a) academic preparation, b) educational
and college advising, c) in-depth discussion about college entrance exams, college admission
requirements, d) student‟s readiness for college, and e) expectations for college-bound students
to have multiple options. School counselors/teachers most frequently endorsed resources such as
ACT testing and preparation, advanced courses, college night/visits, and dual enrollment. School
counselors most often agreed more with college climate, college talk, hands-on support and
counselor/teacher advocacy items than teachers systematically across all scales. The results
indicate a substantial gap between school counselors and teachers perception of their overall
expectations for college planning and attainment among students. In this study, school
counselors more readily endorse the college readiness culture in their high school.
The second research question examined the relationship between school
counselors/teachers perception of their high schools‟ college readiness culture and ACT
achievement in term of their assessment of the five measures used in this study. A major finding
reveals that in the presence of other college readiness culture measures, the relationship between
ACT scores and scores on the college climate scale had the most significant positive relationship.
Additional findings indicate there is a strong, positive correlation between all college culture
readiness scales measured in this study. As a cluster, college talk, hands-on support, and school
counselor/teacher advocacy produced the most significant correlation for all groups. Mean
differences between scales show that items on the hands-on support scale were more strongly
supported, followed by school counselor/advocacy, college talk and college climate among the
combined sample and subgroups.
The third research question aimed to learn more about the relationship between school
counselors/ teachers perception of their high schools college readiness culture and the percentage
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of minority and economically disadvantaged students in terms of the five measures used in this
study. The researcher compared correlations between five college readiness culture scale means
and three dependent variables. Correlation analysis revealed that the five college readiness
culture scales were not associated with the percentage of minority students in any aspect.
However, there was a significant negative relationship between scores on the college climate,
hands-on support, resource scale and the percentage of economically disadvantage students. The
only significant positive relationship involved the relationship between scores on the school
counselor/advocacy scale and the percentage of economically disadvantage students.
The last research question focused on whether the relationship between ACT
achievement and school counselors/teachers perception of their high schools‟ college readiness
culture differed by the percentage of minority and economically disadvantaged students in high
schools. Results show that in high schools with a low percentage of minority and economically
disadvantage students, the relationship between college climate and ACT scores sustains a
significant, positive increase. In schools with a higher percentage of economically disadvantage
students, the relationship between hands-on support and ACT scores has a positive increase.
Discussion and Implications
The purpose of this study was to examine whether and to what extent the percentage of
minority and economically disadvantage students in high schools affects the relationship
between ACT achievement and school counselors/teachers perceptions of the college readiness
culture in Tennessee high schools. As a result of the findings discussed earlier, the researcher
drew the following conclusions. A generalized summary of the findings and implications can be
found in the appendix.
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Interpretations of the findings. First, the findings provide evidence that students have
access to a college culture that supports college aspirations and planning in these high schools.
Positive correlations were observed among all college readiness culture scales, indicating school
counselors and teachers frequently engage in-depth conversations and educational planning with
students. However, in terms of the five measures, the overall beliefs and expectation of student‟s
aptitude for college enrollment, as captured by college climate, yielded the greatest increase on
the school-level ACT composite score.
Further, it is also noteworthy to address the incongruence between school counselors and
teachers perception of the high school environment. A few interpretations of these results could
include: (1) school counselors and teachers responses most likely reflect their assigned role to
improve student‟s college awareness and planning, or (2) teachers were more transparent about
the collective role of both school counselors and teachers efforts in enhancing college readiness
among students. School counselors may have a more positive outlook because they have greater
access to students who express interest for college and who have gained access to college.
Teachers may have a somewhat critical view of the environment because they are privy to the
formal and informal communications between faculty and students regarding their readiness for
college. It may reflect the “knowledge gaps” and value of preparing students for college outside
of the high school curriculum. These differences indicate not so much that school counselors
perception or teachers perception is more accurate than the other but that traditional roles
regarding college advising versus teaching may influence the on-going sustainability of a strong
college readiness culture.
Second, the analyses reveal that the percentage of minority students is not related to the
college readiness culture. The same is not true for the relationship between the percentage of
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economically disadvantage students and college readiness culture in terms of college climate,
hands-on support and resources. As the percentage of economically disadvantage students
increases, school counselors and teachers perception of college climate, resources and hands-on
support is less positive. It is important to note, that school‟s with a higher percentage of minority
and economically disadvantage students tend to be the same schools. Ideally, the make-up of
student body should not impact the beliefs and practices of the school personnel charged to
improve student‟s educational opportunity. This study shows that the fidelity to which school
counselors and teachers (are perceived to) engage in the practices needed to improve college
readiness among high school students is conditional on the socieo-economic composition of the
school.
These findings are further amplified when the correlations between the college climate
measure and school-level ACT composite were found. As the percentage of minority and
economically disadvantage students decreases, those schools with higher ACT scores and college
climate scores gain a stronger relationship. The same is not true for the high schools with higher
percentages of minority and economically disadvantage students. The immediate link found
between college climate and ACT composite scores do not exist when students of low-income
families is more pronounced. While considering this information, it seems that schools would
make greater effort to set high standards and frequent support for those least likely to have access
to parents or family members who have attended college.
Last, an unexpected finding in this study demonstrates that when high schools are divided
by the have percentage of student demographics (high versus low), school composition does not
impact the overall relationship between college readiness culture and ACT achievement.
Meaning, college planning activities, advising and support are not significantly different from
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high school‟s serving large or smaller populations of minority and economically disadvantage
students. This is not as troubling for school‟s who serve students of non-minority and middle-tohigh-income families but for those students from minority and low-income backgrounds their
readiness for college could certainly be impacted by the lack of relationship. It is precisely these
students who have the most difficulty preparing for college and who are dependent on the
expectations and norms of the high school environment. Therefore, the assumption that the link
between college readiness culture and ACT achievement is contingent upon the composition of
the school was only partially supported.
Relationship of the Current Study to Prior Research. Emphasis placed on college
culture in existing literature maintains that the established norms and expectations of a school
environment can influence college preparation and attainment among students. Multiple studies
have shown that student engagement in college planning coupled with adequate guidance,
resources and supportive relationship increases their chances of preparing for and enrolling in
college (Bell, et al., 2009; Conley, 2007; Perna & Thomas, 2006; Roderick., 2011). Differences
found among school counselors and teachers regarding college advising and support are
consistent with previous studies. Earlier research demonstrates that college emphasis among
teachers may reflect the traditional function of school counselors who are charged with the sole
responsibility for managing the curriculum tracks, advising college plans, providing information,
resources and shaping postsecondary endeavors (Lee & Ekstrom, 1987; Perna., 2008;
Rosenbaum., 1996). Corwin and Tierney (2007) note that although school counselors recognize
their professional responsibility and teachers have daily access to provide guidance; low
systemic support for college information and planning among school counselors and teachers is a
major hurdle for sustaining college cultures in high schools. Most urban and rural schools seem
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to conflict with the value, norms and social relationships needed to reinforce college preparation
and attainment (Schneider, 2007).
High schools in this study with a disproportionate population of students from lowincome families show that while inheritably dependent, they are least likely to have access to
shared advising, college knowledge and academic preparation needed to attain college (Conley,
2007; Deil-Amen & Tavis, 2009). These findings are consistent with McDonough‟s (1997) study
which found that in high schools serving students of lower socieo-economic status (SES), the
prescriptive norms used to guide college goals had a much greater impact on student‟s
aspirations for college than those from higher SES backgrounds. Inconsistent with other
research, this study shows that the relationship between college readiness culture (as measured in
this study) and percentage of minority students does not produce a strong correlation. Multiple
studies have demonstrated that significant disparities in college readiness among students of
minority and low-income background. These disparities are associated with poor academic
preparation, lack of knowledge and social-network provided by schools (Avery & Kane, 2004;
Kirst, 2004; Roderick et al., 2009). One of the positive findings related to the percentage of lowincome students in this study, shows that economically disadvantage students expected to
prepare and enroll in college is positively related to counselor/teacher advocacy and ACT
achievement. This indicates that although the college readiness culture at schools with a high
percentage of low-income students may be less than adequate, the school counselors and teachers
do see themselves as advocates for these students.
Several studies (ACT, 2007, 2010; Adelman, 1999, 2006; Balfanz, 2009; Carbannaro,
2005; Venezia et al., 2004) have discussed the significant disparities found in the academic
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preparation of minority and low-income students and its impact on student‟s readiness for
postsecondary education. Similarly in this study, schools with a higher percentage of
minority and economically disadvantaged students, ACT composite scores tended to be weaker
than at schools with a lower percentage of economically disadvantaged students. These findings
are consistent with past studies that have shown that low-income and minority students are less
ready to go to college than students from higher-income families and White students (NCES,
2006a, 2006b, 2011b). In fact, higher achieving, low-income students are enrolling in college at
the same rate as lower achieving, low-income students (Weinstein & Savitz-Romer, 2009). A
lack of preparation is, as would be expected, strongly predictive of college failure or a failure to
even enroll in college (ACT, 2004; Adelman, 2006; Conley, 2007). For income, recent research
has indicated that over 80% of students from high-income backgrounds enroll in college
immediately following high school compared to barely half of those from low-income
backgrounds (NCES, 2011b).The outcomes are similar in terms of ethnicity, with higher
percentages of White students earning college degrees in greater numbers than AfricanAmerican or Hispanic students together (Balfanz, 2009).
Further, as indicated by the current study, the overall college readiness culture was not
significantly related to ACT achievement when comparing the percentage of minority and
economically disadvantage students. Although there is an interaction of some kind as seen with
the college climate scale, other internal or external factors are contributing to student‟s
performance on the ACT. Several studies, (Adelman, 2006, ACT, 2010: Venezia et al. 2003;
NCES, 1998) have all determined that the single most predictive factor aiding college success is
the quality and academic rigor of the high school curriculum. For example, NCES (2011) when
examining curriculum tracks among high school students, NCES (2011b) found that 75% of
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students completed a curriculum below standard, whereas, Asian/Pacific Islander and white
students attained a more challenging curriculum nationwide. Venezia et al (2004) found that
students in accelerated tracks and of high-income status were more knowledgeable of college
expectations and admission requirements and therefore were better prepared for college
enrollment than peers in general tracks.
Previous research on school culture discusses the interrelated cycle of shared beliefs,
values, traditions and behaviors of among teachers and students. A positive school culture is
powerful enough to personalize shared governance or stifle the progress of any goal prescribed to
improve student achievement (Sergiovanni & Stratt, 2007; Yonezawa et al., 2008;).
With regards to the college climate measure, students attending high school‟s with a smaller
population of low SES are more likely to be immersed in a school culture that holds high
expectations for academic achievement and college attainment. Hill (2008) found that schools
serving high concentrations of minority and low-income students were least likely to have the
organizational norms, expectations or equitable distribution of resources for college planning.
Recommendations for Further Researcher
The following study contributes to our understanding of how a high schools college
culture impacts college attainment and success. The findings yield additional opportunities to
expand on this topic in future studies. Based on the conclusions of this study, the researcher
offers the following recommendations for future research.
Future studies could employ similar analyses using a larger sample or a sample
comprising of a more diverse geographic location. First, further exploration at the regional and
national level could further provide information about the extent to which the college readiness
culture, school composition, and ACT achievement is related. Second, studies could consider
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examining the initial comparisons found in this study and explore between rural, urban and
suburban schools high schools. Third, researchers could investigate not only school counselors/
teachers but students and administrators perceptions of their high school college culture. These
comparisons would provide valuable information that may serve to affirm or disconfirm school
counselors/teachers perceptions. Fourth, a series of analyses of can help explain differences
between subgroups in high school with a strong versus poor college readiness culture could
determine if practices do indeed influence student‟s readiness for college. Fifth, similar analyses
as employed in this study could include additional variables, (GPA, curriculum, % of college
acceptances, % to enroll i.e.) and hierarchical regression to identify the factors most closely
associated with ACT composite scores. Finally, an additional study could consider exploring a
qualitative study of graduate‟s perception of the strengths and shortcomings of their high schools
college culture.
Summary
Student‟s college aspirations and effort to plan for college is influenced by the college
readiness culture established by schools. Their educational pursuits are affirmed through an
ongoing process of learning and dissemination of college information through their academic
tenure. There is a push to better articulate the academic skills and knowledge needed for
postsecondary education to resolve the college readiness gap. Research on the college-going
culture is helping enhance those efforts by shedding light on the comprehensive task of preparing
students for college, which extends beyond the high school curriculum. The findings of this
study together with current literature can contribute to national and state-wide efforts to overhaul the college readiness and attainment gap. Specifically for educators, who make provisions

121

through teaching and college advising, must reconsider the ideals and beliefs that drive
educational practices and support in their organizations.
Perhaps, schools could work on evolving their outreach efforts to students and creating a
college culture that serves their specific population. College readiness is a unique concept and it
must be approached as such when simultaneously considering the internal and external
components of schools and communities. All schools must improve their organizational capacity
to build the necessary environments needed to equip students for post-secondary education.
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Appendix
Key Findings and Implications of College Readiness Culture
College Readiness
Culture

Findings

Implications

College Climate

There is a positive correlation between
college climate and ACT composite scores.

These are implications
concerning school-level beliefs
about students‟ academic
preparation, aptitude for college
planning and attainment.

There is a negative correlation between
college climate and the percentage of
economically disadvantage students
The positive correlation found between
college climate and ACT composite scores
is strengthened in high schools with a lower
percentage of economically disadvantage
and minority students.

College Talk

No correlation between college talk, school
composition and ACT composite scores
exist.

Those core-beliefs can influence
students‟ academic effort in
school and college aspirations to
plan for postsecondary options.
Specifically, schools serving a
larger percentage of students from
low-income families should
consider assessing the
organizational norms, practices
and beliefs that act as barriers to
college readiness.
There are implications concerning
the formal/informal
communication channels
established to enhance college
awareness.
While frequent discussion about
the collegiate experience and
appropriate planning trainings
can empower students to pursue
goals, schools should not rely on
“college talk” alone. Students
must be equipped with academic
skills and college knowledge to
effectively plan for college
options.
Schools should operationalize
“college talk” through various
task. Task such as curriculum
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Hands-on Support

There is a negative correlation between
hands-on support and the percentage of
economically disadvantage students.
There is a positive correlation between
hands-on support and ACT composite
scores.

planning, student organizations,
departmental meetings and/or
collaborative planning with
universities to better equip
students for college
attainment.
There are implications concerning
the individual and collective roles
school faculty play in college
advising and guidance based on
the socio-economic status of
students.

Emphasis placed on socialThe positive correlation found between
networks within a school‟s is
hands-on support and ACT composite scores paramount to students of lowis strengthened only among high schools
income families. These students
with a higher percentage of economically
are more likely to need school
disadvantage students.
support to effectively plan for,
apply and enroll in college.

Counselor/Teacher There is a positive correlation found
between counselor/teacher advocacy and the
Advocacy
percentage of economically disadvantage
students.
No correlation is found between
counselor/teacher advocacy and ACT
composite scores.

Resources

There is a negative correlation between
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Schools can improve their support
by creating opportunities for
educational and postsecondary
planning during the regular
school day. Schools could
enhance support by identifying
students‟ needs and organizing
the support of faculty in schoolwide practices.
There are implications concerning
the link between college
preparatory activities and college
readiness.
Schools should employ a variety
of planning strategies to better
align student‟s academic
preparation and postsecondary
options together.
Schools can develop individual
and school-wide benchmarks to
assess students‟ progress towards
college goals.
There are implications concerning

resources and the percentage of
economically disadvantage students.
There is a positive correlation between
resources and ACT composite scores.

the distribution of information
and resources to promote college
readiness.
Students must have equitable
access to current
information/resources to
effectively plan for college.
Each faculty member should be
familiar with the resources
available and incorporate
information into school-wide
practices regularly.
Schools should work on
organizing training/workshops for
school faculty to up-date their
college knowledge.
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Letter of Transmittal
Dear School Counselor and Teacher,
My name is Sherenda Moss. I am a doctoral candidate in the College of Education at the University
of Memphis. I am conducting a research study as part of the requirements of my degree and
would like to invite you to participate.
In this study, we hope to learn about what relationships exist between high school‟s college
culture, demographics and student‟s readiness for college as determined by the average ACT
composite score.
As a school counselor or teacher, you are in an ideal source to gain first hand information from
your own perspective of the high school‟s college culture.
As a participant, you will be asked to complete a brief demographic portion and 24-item
questionnaire that will take approximately 8 to 10 minutes of your time.
Participation is confidential and study information will be kept in a secure location at the
University of Memphis until the duration of the study. Results from the study may be published
or presented at professional meetings, but your identity will not be linked to the research in any
way. Although there are not any direct benefits to you, findings may contribute to existing
research, education and society.
Please direct any questions, concerns or difficulty with accessing the survey to the lead
researcher, Sherenda Moss via e-mail at smoss2@memphis.edu or by telephone at 501.247.9228.
The survey link is provided below and will be accessible until Sunday, February 10, 2013.
Thanks for your participation and support in this research endeavor.
Sherenda Moss,
Professional School Counselor
Doctoral Candidate
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College Culture and Support Structures Survey
Welcome to the College Culture and Support Structures Survey.
This survey is intended to gather school counselors and teachers perception of their high
school's college culture.
The survey is composed of five parts which include: Demographic portion, Perception of
College Readiness Culture, Discussion of College-Related Information, Support for
Educational Planning and Advocacy for College-Bound Students.
Each participant will be provided with a total of 24 statements that describe some aspect of
school counselors/teachers expectation for and role in student's postsecondary planning.
Each participant will be asked to respond on a 4-pont scale, indicating the "Extent" or
"Frequency," of agreement with each statement.
The rating should expand beyond your role "solely" as a school counselor or teacher and
consider if all your colleagues accomplish the same task/provide support to students. Your
rating does not reflect you singly but how you perceive the "schools" role in building a
college culture.
I appreciate your response to our request for participants.
----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break ------------------------------------------

Consent to Participate
Participation in this survey is voluntary and your answers will be kept
confidential.
If you agree to participate, please select the "agree" response below. If you choose not
to participate, please select "decline" response below to exit the survey immediately.
I understand these conditions and agree to participate. Go to survey.
I understand these conditions but choose to decline. Exit Survey.

----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break-------------------------------------------
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Demographic Portion
Directions: Respond to each of the following five questions about you by selecting the
appropriate option.

Identify your high school
-------------------------

----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break -----------------------------------------What position are you currently assigned?

School Counselor

Teacher

----------------------------------------------------------- Skip Logic ------------------------------------------What subject do you teach in your high school?
English
Math
Science
Other
----------------------------------------------------------- Skip Logic ------------------------------------------What grade level or group of students do you provide college and career
counseling in your high school?
9th grade
10th grade
11th grade
12th grade
College/Career for multiple grades
How many years of experience do you have?
Less than 6 months
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6 months to less than 1 year
1 year to less than 3 years
3 years to less than 5 years
5 years or more
How long have you been at your school?
Less than one year
One year but less than two years
2-5 years
6-10 years
11+ years
----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break ------------------------------------------

Part I: Perception of the College Readiness Culture
The four items in this section are intended to assess the expectations and beliefs of
school counselors and teachers regarding the school's "college readiness culture."
Indicate the extent to which counselors/teachers in your high school believe the
following about students plans and preparation for college.
To a
slight
extent

1. School counselors/teachers in my high
school expect most students to go to college.
2. School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students plan for college outside of
class time.
3. School counselors/teachers believe the
curriculum in our high school is focused on
helping student’s get ready for college.
4. School counselors/teachers believe many of
the students in our high school are planning to
go to college.
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To some
extent

To a great
extent

To a very
great
extent

----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break-------------------------------------------

Part II: Discussion of College Options
The eight items in this section are intended to assess how much school counselors and
teachers in your high school discuss postsecondary planning with students.
Indicate how frequently counselors/teachers in your high school carry out indepth discussions with ALL students concerning their college options.
Very
infrequently

5. School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss different admission
requirements for community colleges
versus four year universities with
students.
6. School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss different admissions
requirements among four year colleges
with students.
7. School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss with students how to
decide which college to attend.
8. School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss with students the
likelihood of being accepted into different
types of colleges/universities.
9. School counselors/teachers in my high
school discuss with students what
ACT/SAT scores are needed to get into
the college they want to
attend.
10. School counselors/teachers in my
high school discuss with students their
readiness for college-level
work.
11. School counselors/teachers in my
high school discuss with students the
opportunities to attend out-of-state
schools.
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Somewhat
infrequently

Somewhat
frequently

Very
frequently

12. School counselors/teachers in my
high school discuss with students the
kind of study skills they will need in
college or vocational/technical school.
----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break-------------------------------------------

Part III: Support for Educational Planning
The five items in this section are intended to assess how much
school/counselors/teachers encourage and provide students with support for
educational and postsecondary planning.
Indicate the extent to which counselors/teachers at your high school actively
support ALL students with educational aspirations and planning.

To a
slight
extent

To some
extent

To a great
extent

To a very
great
extent

13. School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses that meet
state graduation requirements.
14. School counselors/teachers in my high
school help students select courses they will
need for college admission.
15. School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to take AP/honors
courses.
16. School counselors/teachers in my high
school encourage students to continue their
education after high school.
17. School counselors/teachers in my high
school talk to students about colleges that are
suited for their interest and abilities.
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Part IV: Advocacy for College-Bound Students
Items in this section are intended to assess how much school counselors/teachers are
perceived to help college-bound students with the college search and application
process.
Indicate how frequently counselors/teachers in your high school help with the
following with students whom are expected to plan for/pursue post-secondary
education.
Very
infrequently

Somewhat
infrequently

Somewhat
frequently

Very
frequently

18. School counselors/teachers in my
high school encourage college-bound
students to apply to several different
colleges.
19. School counselors/teachers in my
high school talk to college-bound
students about what college is like.
20. School counselors/teachers in my
high school help college-bound students
fill out applications for college or
vocational/technical schools.
21. School counselors/teachers in my
high school help college-bound students
find scholarships to apply for prior college
enrollment.
22. School counselors/teachers in my
high school help college-bound students
decide which college to attend.
23. School counselors/teachers in my
high school help college-bound students
plan for how to pay for tuition and other
expenses.
----------------------------------------------------------- Page Break-------------------------------------------
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Part V: Resources for Postsecondary Planning
This section is intended to gather information about the resources and information
provided to students to prepare for postsecondary opportunity.
24. Indicate which of the following resources are available for college planning and
readiness in your high school by selecting the box left of that resource. If there are
resources not mentioned in the provided list, indicate them in the space provided.
Advanced Placement Program/Courses
Honors Program/Courses
International Baccalaureate Program
Dual Enrollment
Early/Middle College
ACT preparation
PLAN Testing
ACT Testing
College Night/Visits
Financial Aid Night
FAFSA Advising & Support
Other resource(s) not mentioned above (please specify)
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Exit Survey
We appreciate your interest and participation in this study!
Please forward any questions, suggestions or concerns about the study to
smoss2@memphis.edu
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